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Finding and Protecting Dugongs 
and Important SeagrassHabitats 

in Northwest Madagascar

Northwest Madagascarwas considered
to beoneof the lastrefugesfor dugongs
in Madagascar, yet there was little
known about their distribution,
population status and key habitat. The
lack of baseline information was
hampering the implementation of
conservation measures tailored to
respondto the ever increasingnumber
of threats acting on dugongs and
seagrassin the region. This WCSrun
projectwasfocusedfrom NosyMitsio in
the extreme NW to Mahajanga, where
several sites had previously been
identified aspotentially important areas
for dugongs. The project aimed to
addressthe issuesdescribedabove by:
1) Generating new information on
dugongdistribution and critical habitat,
2) investigating specific threats to
dugong populations,3) Identifying and
trialing tailored conservationstrategies
to reduce identified threats and 4)
communicatethe resultsto nationaland
internationalaudiences.

Å Communityinterview surveyresultsshowedthat dugongsightingswererare in the last10 years,with only 3%of respondentsreporting
seeingdugongswithin the last1-2 yearsin the southernstudyarea(Fig. 3, Fig. 4).
Å Bycatchof dugongswith gill nets is likely to havebeenthe maincauseof the reduction in dugongnumbersin recentdecades.
Å 11 speciesof seagrasswere documentedand seagrasshabitat was found along the entire study area (Fig. 5). Most areascontain
Thalassodendronciliatum andsmallerpatchesof Syringodiumisoetifolium, Cymodocearotunda,HalophiladecipiensandHalodulesp.
Å 18 possibledugongvocalizationsdetected over the 21 months of acousticmonitoring (10 southernand 8 northern study area). All
possibledugongvocalizationswere low frequency(between1-6 kHz)andshort duration (Fig. 7).
Å The5 yearmanagementplansfor Ankareaand AnkivonjyMPAswere reviewedand edited to includegreateremphasison dugongand
seagrassconservation.
Åά5ƛƴŀέor regionallegislationsthat forbid dugonghunting,damageto seagrasshabitatsand discouragefishinggearsthat poserisksto

either dugongor seagrassweredevelopedand implemented.

The community discussionsand awarenessraising activities provided valuable
information for managersandconservationNGOswhilst engagingthe communityin
addressing the conservation of dugongs and seagrass. However a significant
challengefacedduring the project were that a largeproportion of fishershad never
seena dugong. Dueto the low numbersof dugongsightings,emphasiswasplaced
on monitoring and conservationof seagrasszonesas critical habitat for marine
species,includingdugongs,while alsoeducatingcommunitiesto 1) decreaseuseof
unsustainablefishing gear (i.e. gill nets), and 2) releaserather than keep dugongs
(and other marine species)if they are caught in a gill net. Another significant
challenge faced during this project was the loss of acoustic recorders despite
numerousmeasurestaken to prevent it. Consideringthe high lossof recordersand
the low number of possibledugongsdetected, acousticmonitoring would not be
recommendedfor future researchefforts.

Fig. 5 Example map of seagrass
habitats identified in the northern
study area. Greenpolygonsindicate
seagrass.

Fig. 6 Acoustic logger deployment Fig. 7 Spectrogram of possible dugong 
vocalization

The results of this project have highlighted the need for continued work on the
conservationof dugongand seagrasshabitats in Madagascar. Future management
activitiesand projectsundertakenby WCSwill work towards achievingseveralkey
goals; 1) Additional community awareness raising exercises focused on the
conservationstatus and managementof dugongsand their seagrasshabitats, 2)
Increasedsurveillancefor infractions relevant to dugong catches,and seagrass
degradationor pollution will be encouraged3) seagrassmonitoring and seagrass
communityhealth assessmentswill be conductedin current MPAsand 4) Further
identificationof seagrasshabitatsandmappingof their extent will be donewith the
aimof extendingandcreatingnewMPAsin Madagascar.

WCS saves wildlife and wild places
worldwide through science,
conservation action, education, and
inspiring people to value nature.
Working with local communities and
organizations,knowledge is applied to
addressthreats to species,habitatsand
ecosystemservices,and improving the
quality of life of local people. In
response to the high extinction risk
faced by marine mammals in many
underdeveloped countries, WCS has
pioneered researchprojects that work
to fill data gapsand target conservation
activities globally. WCS has been
workingin the IndianOceanbroadlyand
specificallyin Madagascarsince1996to
develop and implement strategic,
effective and science-based
management actions to reduce the
threat to marine mammalsfrom direct
and indirect hunting, artisanal fishing
interactions, increasing tourism and
habitat loss.

Fig. 4. The number of respondents
in the northern and southernstudy
areasthat reported seeingdugongs
overtime.

Fig. 2 Acousticrecorder deployment
locations shown relative to MPAs
(blue shadedareas),the coastlineof
Madagascar(inset in the top left
handcornerof the map).

Fig. 3 Locationsof historic dugong
sightings determined from the
communitysurveys.

Fig. 1 North WestMadagascarstudyarea(red line)


