


THE MARINE MAMMALS OF INDIA 

P. S. B. R. James sad R. S. Lai Mohan 

Central Marine Fisheries Research Institute, Cochin 

Introduction 

The marine mammals are one of the important 
biotic constituents of marine environment. Hershkovitz 
(1966) has reported 87 species of cetaceans from all the 
world oceans. The marine mammals of India are 
comprised of whales, dolphins and dugongs. They 
are represented by 21 species. Our information regar­
ding the cetaceans are restricted mainly to the strandings 
and occasional observations on their behaviour. As 
the Indian Ocean is declared as a sanctuary for the 
whales, the study of whales and dolphins, some of which 
are declared as endangered species, has attracted inter­
national attention. Many countries have intensified 
their research on the whales and dolphins of the Indian 
Ocean. The study of the sirenians (dugongs) has also 
received international importance due to their endan­
gered status. 

Larger cetaceans also require special attention as 
some of the species like the sperm whale Physeter macro-
cephalus frequent the Indian and Sri Lankan coasts on its 
migration towards the southern part of the Indian Ocean 
for breeding. Ailing et al. (1982) basing their centre 
of observation in Colombo, Sri Lanka, have carried out 
extensive research on the species. James and Soundara-
rajan (1982, 1984) studied the osteology of the sperm 
whale and summarised the stranding of whales along 
the Indian coasts. However, there are vital areas on 
the biology of the whales which require immediate 
attention. 

Though there is no fishery for the dolphins and 
whales along the Indian coasts, the smaller cetaceans 
like dolphins and porpoises are caught in large numbers 
in the gill nets. Recently, Mohan (1985a) has pointed 
out that about 30-40 dolphins are caught along the 
CaUcut coast annually by the gill nets though there is 
no definite statistics available. Cochin, Calicut, Malpe, 
Karwar, Goa and Bombay are some of the centres where 
dolphins are caught in good numbers. 

The same species occurring along the Indian coasts 
has been referred to by various authors by different names 
due to the lack of any osteological studies on the species. 
Mohan (1985b) has studied the comparative osteology 
of the dolphins and came to the conclusion that the 
commonly occurring dolphins of the Indian coasts are 
Stenella longirostris Gray, Tursiops truncatus aduncus 
Ehrenberg, Delphinus delphis Linnaeus and Sousa 
chinensis (Osbeck). 

The position of the dugongs along the Indian 
coasts is alarming as indicated by the recent reports (Silas 
and Fernando, 1985). Though dugongs have been 
declared as an endangered species they are caught in 
Gulf of Mannar and Palk Bay. The efforts taken by 
the Tamil Nadu State Fisheries Department to stop their 
capture have not succeeded so far. No detailed scientific 
investigation has been carried out on the species regard­
ing the population dynamics, reproduction and other 
vital biological parameters. Our information on the 
species is mainly on its seasonal occurrences (Mohan, 
1980), food and feeding habits, behaviour in captivity 
and osteological features (Jones, 1967; Nair et al., 1975; 
James, 1979). It may be stated that the population 
dynamics of the dugongs found along the coast of nor­
thern Australia and Madagascar coasts has been inves­
tigated in detail (Ligon, 1976; Anderson, 1980). It is 
essential that such studies are undertaken so as to 
evolve meaningful conservation measures to safeguard 
the species from extinction. 

CLASSIHCATION OF CETACEANS 

Order 
Sub-order 

Family 

Cetacea 
Mysticeti (Baleen whales) 
Balaenopteridae 
Balaenoptera musculus Linnaeus 
Balaenoptera acutorostrata 
(Lacepede) 
Balaenoptera physalus Linnaeus 
Balaenoptera borealis Lesson 
Megaptera novaeangliae 
Borowski 



blowholes dorsal fin 

txileen or 
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throat 
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Fig. 1. Diagnostic characters of a whale. 

Family : Balaenidae 
Eubalaena glacicilis Muller 

Sub-order : Odontoceti (Toothed whale) 

Family : Physeteridae 
Physe ter macro cephalus 
Linnaeus 
Kogia hreviceps Blainville 

Family : Hyperodontidae 
Ziphius cavirostris G. Cuvier 

Family : Delphinidae (Dolphins and 
Porpoises) 
Neophocaena phocaenoides 
G. Cuvier 
Orcinus area Linnaeus 
Grampus griseus G. Cuvier 
Pseudorca crassidens Owen 
Orcella hrevirostris Gray 
Globicephalus macrorhynchm 
Gray 
Tursiops truncatus aduncus 
Ehrenberg 
Sousa chinensis Osbeck 
Slenella longirostris (Gray) 
Delphinus delphis Linnaeus 

Family : Susuidae 
Platanista gangetica (Ruxburgh) 

Order Sirenia 
Family : Dugongidae (Dugongs) 

Dugong dugon (Muller) 

Brief descriptions of the commonly occurring marine 
mammals along the Indian coasts with their salient 
features are presented below to facilitate field identifi­
cation. Please refer to Fig. 1 for diagnostic characters 
of a whale. 

i. Balaenoptera musculus Linnaeus (Blue whale) 
(Fig. 2 & front cover photo) 

Throat grooves 80-100. extending to umbilicus; 
baleen plates jet black; flippers whitish below and grey 
above. 

Fig. 2. Balaenoptera musculus Linnaeus (Blue whale). 

Feeds on euphausiids and shrimps. Breeding season 

from February to March, gestation period 9 to 10 

months. Reaches a maximum length of 26 m. 

Distributed in Arctic, Antarctic, Pacific and Indian 
oceans, but found in more numbers north of 35° N; 
recorded along the coasts of India by its strandings 
(along the coasts of Bengal, Gujarat, South Kanara 
and Tamil Nadu). 



2. Balaenoptera acutorostrata Lacepede (Minke whale) 
(Fig. 3) 

Dorsal fin small, markedly falcate, curved back­
wards; usually greyish black above and whitish below; 
flipper with a prominent white band; baleen plate white 
with a black streaking. 

Fig. 3. Balaenoptera acutorostrata Lacepede (Minke wliale). 

Feeds on copepods, krill (Euphausia superba) and 
other zooplankton like Calanus tonsus and the ancho­
vies like Engraulis mordex. Present estimate of this 
species about 3 lakhs (Ohsumi and Masaki, 1974). 

Calving interval slightly more than a year; length 
at birth 2.8m; gestation period about 10 months; pair­
ing season extends from December to May in North 
Atlantic, January to June in North Pacific and spreads 
over a very long period in southern hemisphere; lacta­
tion period about 6 months; grows to 9 m in length. 

Distributed in North Atlantic, Arctic and Indian 
oceans; in India recorded from strandings at Tuticorin 
(Gulf of Mannar). 

3. Balaenoptera physalus Linnaeus (Fin whale) (Fig. 4) 

Throat grooves 50 to 90, extending to umbilicus; 
body greyish black above and white below; flipper uni­
formly grey dorsally, white ventrally; dorsal fin small, 
falcate. 

Fig. 4. Balaenoptera physalus Linnaeus (Fin whale). 

Feeds on krill and anchovies. Length at birth 
about 7 m; sexually matures at 3rd year at about 20 m; 
pairing season extends to seven to eight months, peak 
season May to August; period of gestation about a 
year; reproductively active upto 20 years and sexually 
at its peak at 10 years; occurs in schools of 200 to 300 
in numbers; grows to 24 m in length. 

A highly hunted whale especially in northern Pacific 
and Antarctica. Once abundant in Nova Scotia and 
around New Foundland and Labrador. 

Distributed in Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 
from Equatorial waters towards northern and southern 
hemispheres. In India reported by its strandings from 
Bombay and Surat (James, 1983). 

4. Balaenoptera borealis Lesson (Sei whale) (Fig. 5) 

Throat grooves 32-60, distinct and terminating 
about half way between tip of flippers and umbilicus; 
baleen plates black but a few partly white; body grey 
to bluish grey above; dorsal fin deeply concave on the 
posterior margin; flippers usually small and measures 
about 1/4 of the total length; grows to 19 m in length. 

Feeds on sardines, euphausiids and copepods. 
Breeds in early spring but mating is performed all through 
the year; gestation period for 10-11 months. 

Fig. 5. Balaenoptera borealis Lesson (Sei whale). 

Distributed in all the oceans of the world;most 
abundantly found in Norwegian coast. Population off 
South Africa depleted due to increased fishing. The 
skeleton of a specimen measuring 13 m, stranded at 
Dhanushkodi Island in 1983 was collected by R. S. Lai 
Mohan and kept in Regional Research Centre of CMFRI, 
Mandapam Camp; reported from Palk Bay also. 

5. Megaptera novaeangliae Borowski (Humpback 
whale) (Fig. 6) 

Throat grooves 19 to 20, extending from chin to 
navel; body stockier than the other whales; flipper long 
and black dorsally and white ventrally and measures 
1 /4 to 1 /3 of the total length; irregular knobs and protube­
rances on head and flippers; dorsal fin small; whale 
bone grey-black or white; grows to 16 m in length. 

Fig. 6. Megaptera novaeangliae Borowski (Humpback whale). 



Feeds mainly on krill and fishes. Calving and 
pairing takes place in winter; migrates to warmer waters 
for breeding. Length at birth about 5 m. Depleted 
in all the oceans and particularly vulnerable due to slow 
swimming behaviour. A widely distributed species 
occurring in all oceans; often seen along coastal waters; 
recorded from Kerala coast. 

6. Euhalaena glacialis Muller (Black right whale) 

(Fig. 7) 

Feeds on squids and fishes. Period of gestation 
about 10 to 12 months; length at birth about 4 m. A 
much hunted whale. There are about 2,000 sperm 
whales in North Atlantic. In North Pacific its popula­
tion is 50% above the maximum sustainable yield. 

Widely distributed throughout great oceans though 
prefers warm waters of tropical and sub tropical regions. 
Reported from Madras, Pamban, Manauli Island, 
Krusadi Island, Mangalore and Karwar coasts. 

The baleen plates much longer than in other species; 
upper jaw with a few horny protuberances; throat 
grooves and dorsal fin absent; grows to 16 m in length. 

Fig. 7. Euhalaena glacialis Muller (Black right whale). 

A much hunted species, population depleted in 
many areas; abundant before 150 years in southern 
hemisphere but later ruthlessly exploited in South Atlan­
tic and Pacific seas. During 1846 to 1851, 300-400 
whaling ships engaged in pursuit of these whales. A 
protected species according to International Whaling 
Commission. 

Distributed in Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans. 

7. Physeter macrocephalus Linnaeus (Sperm whale) 

(Fig. 8) 

Resembles a gigantic tadpole with head forming 
massive conspicuous part of body; lower jaw weak and 
disproportionately small with 18-28 large and powerful 
teeth on each side. No teeth on upper jaw; dorsal fin 
absent and replaced by a series of low ridges. Flippers 
broad and rounded. Body black dorsally and silvery 
grey ventrally. Grows to 21 m in length. 

8. Kogia hreviceps Blainville (Pygmy sperm whale) 
(Fig. 9) 

Body black above and greyish white below; dorsal 
fin small and falcate; flippers smoothly curved on forward 
margin and located well anteriorly; body extremely 
robust and rapidly tapering near the tail; head more 
or less square in shape; lower jaw narrow and inferior 
in position, located well behind tip of snout; grows to 
3.5 m in length. 

Feeds mostly on cephalopods and fishes. Occurs 
in small schools of three to six individuals. Hunted 
with hand harpoons along Japanese coast at the rate 
of three to six every year. 

Fig. 8. Physeter macrocephalus Linnaeus (Sperm whale). 

Fig. 9. Kogia hreviceps Blainville (Pygmy sf>erra whale). 

Found in Atlantic. Pacific and Indian oceans; in 
temperate and tropical waters. Not a common species 
along the Indian coast. A pregnant Kugia hreviceps 
of length 3 m reported from India (Waltair coast). 

9. Ziphius caviroslris G. Cuvier (Cuvier's beaked whale) 
(Fig. 10) 

Beak short; body purplish black above, brown 
on sides and white below; dorsal surface of head behind 
beak slopes backwards at an oblique angle from snout; 
distance from tip of snout to blowhole about 1/10 of 
total length; teeth not usually visible in females; often 
20-30 teeth found in very young animals; characterised 
by a single pair of teeth on jaw in adult males; grows 
to a length of 7 m. 



Feeds mainly on squids and deep sea fishes. Size 
at sexual maturity of male about 5.4 m and that of 
female about 6.1 m; length at birth 2 to 3 m. 

Fig. 10. Z/pW«s cafiroj/mG.Cuvier (Cuvier's beaked whale). 

Primarily an oceanic form found in groups of three 
to five animals; taken in small numbers along the 
Japanese coast. According to Nishwaki (1972) annual 
catch of the species from 1965 to 1970 ranges from 
13 to 16. No information is available on its stock posi­
tion. A widely distributed cetacean; reported from 
coasts of Europe, America, Africa, Australia and Japan; 
known from Lakshadweep islands. 

10. Neophocaena phocaenoides 
porpoise) (Fig. 11) 

G. Cavier (Black 

Forehead rounded and almost protuberant in pro­
file; dorsal fin absent; minute tubercles or horny scales 
present dorsally; body black except for dark grey patches 
between flippers; teeth conically spade-shaped unlike 
conically pointed teeth of dolphins; 15-19 teeth on each 
side of upper and lower jaws. Grows to a length of 1.8m. 

Fig. 11. Neophocaena phocaenoides G. Cuvier (Black porpoise). 

Feeds on small squids, shrimps and fishes. Males 
somewhat larger than females. The young born around 
October. Indo-Fakistan sub-species are known as 
Neophocaena phocaena phocaenoides and Sino-Japanese 
sub-species is known as Neophocaena phocaena asiae-
orientalis. Found in small groups of 40 to 50; sub­
divided into 5-10 animals. Accidentally caught in the 
gill nets along the Indian coasts. 

Distributed from Cape of Good Hope to Japan. 
In China ascends to Yangtesee River to nearly 1,400 km 
from sea. It is abundant along the coast of Bombay 
and tends to frequent rivers and estuaries. In India 
reported from all along the coasts. 

11. Orcinus area Linnaeus (Killor whale) (Fig. 12) 

Body stream lined; flippers rounded; dorsal fin 
conspicuous, situated almost midway; flipper length 
about 1/9 of the body length in young animals and 1/5 
in old animals; colour well marked and distinctive; 
dorsal surface black, belly white; an oval white patch 
on sides of head just above and behind eye; chin white, 
lateral white patch a very constant feature; 10 to 12 
large powerful conically pointed teeth on each side of 
upper and lower jaws; attains 9 m in length. 

Fig. 12. Orcinus orca Linnaeus (Killer whale). 

Feeds on fishes, cephalopods, birds, larger marine 
mammals and turtles. Gestation period about 12 
months; female sexually matures at about 5 m length; 
male matures at 6.7 m. The length at birth about 2.5 
metres; fully grown male about double the size of the 
female; killer whales travel in groups; exhibit a high 
degree of group hunting co-operation particularly in 
feeding on large marine mammals. Easily trained in 
captivity and shown in oceanaria. Distributed in 
all seas from Arctic to Antarctic; more common in 
cooler waters. In India recorded from Okhamandal 
in Gujarat coast. 

12. Grampus griseus G. Cuvier (Risso's dolphin) (Fig. 13) 

Body robust, head bulbous, flipper long pointed. 
Body light grey to dark, scarred with numerous scratches; 
not beaked; forehead vertically creased in centre; 
dorsal fin less than 38 cm, erect and distinct; fluke deeply 
notched. Teeth three to seven pairs on lower jaw only. 

Fig. 13. Grampus griseus G. Cuvier (Rissos dolphin). 



Feeds on fishes and squids. Longivity about 24 years. 
Males attain sexual maturity at 3 m length. Main­
tained in captivity. 

Large schools have been seen in Newfoundland; 
form a small-scale fishery in Newfoundland, Antilles, 
Japan and Indonesia. An oceanic species distributed 
in North Atlantic, Mediterranean, Coast of New­
foundland and Cape of Good Hope. Reported from 
the coast of Sri Lanka. 

13. Pseudorca crassidens Owen (False killer whale) 
(Figs. 14, 30) 

The body elongate and slender. Head narrow, 
gently tapering from blowhole forward. Snout pro­
jects a little beyond the tip of lower jaw; dorsal fin 
small, tip directed backwards, with posterior border 
concave. Flippers tapering, characterised by a broad 
hump in the front margin near the middle, about 1/10 
of the body length. Body entirely black, teeth large, 
pointed with 8 to 11 pairs in upper and lower jaws. 
Attains a length of 5.5 m. 

Fig. 14. Pseudorca crassidens Owen (False killer whale). 

Feeds mainly on fishes and cephalopods. Attains 
maturity at 4.25-4.5 m; breeding season fairly extensive. 
Not hunted but about 30 to 50 taken annually in tuna 
long line fisheries in the Pacific. 

Distributed in Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans. 
In India recorded from Cape Comorin, Tiruchendur, 
Madras, Trivandrum, Pozhikara (Kanyakumari District) 
and Calicut. 

14. Orcella brevirostris 
(Fig. 15) 

Gray (Irrawaddy dolphin) 

Head convex from blowhole to upper tip; mouth 
horizontal. Fhppers long, broadly triangular, two 
times its breadth; centre of dorsal fin behind middle 
of body. Dorsal fin small, falcate with rounded ends. 
12 to 19 teeth on each side of upper and lower jaws; 
small and sharply conical in young animals; flat in 
older animals. Attains a length of 2.4 m. 

Feeds on fishes and crustaceans. The length at 
birth about 0.8 m. No information on the statistics 
of the stock or the possible future exploitaion; kept 
in captivity successfully. 

Fig. 15. Orcella brevirostris Gray (Irrawaddy dolphin). 

Distributed from Bay of Bengal to North Australia 
and coast of Indo-China; enters large rivers and can 
live permanently in fresh water; found to ascend 
nearly 900 miles up in the Irrawaddy river. In India 
reported from Waltair coast (Norman and Fraser, 
1937). 

15. Globicephalus macrorhynchus Gray (Short-finned 
pilot whale) (Fig. 16) 

The head somewhat thick and bulbous. In old 
males the forehead overhangs the mouth to several 
inches. Flippers l/i6th of the body length or less and 
sickle shaped. Tail dorso-ventrally thickened in front 
of fluke; dorsal fin low. Body colour almost entirely 
black; 7-9 teeth on each side of upper and lower jaws 
and confined to front portion of the jaws. Attains 5.3 m. 

Feeds mainly on fishes Female attains sexual 
maturity at 3.0 to 3.2 m and male at 3.8 m; calving 
interval about three years; length at birth about 1.4 m; 
extended breeding and calving season; kept in captivity 
successfully. 

Fig. 16. Globicephalus macrorhynchus Gray (Short-finned pilot 
whale). 

Caught in large numbers along the South American 
coast. Nearly 3,000 caught annually in early 70s. 
Distributed in Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans. 
Mass strandings in India reported near Calcutta in 
1852 and in Tuticorin (Alagarswami et ah, 1973). 



16. Tursiops truncatus aduncus Ehrenberg (Bottle-
nose dolphin) (Figs. 17, 25) 

Characterised by a long well defined snout and a 
bulbous forehead. Dorsal fin broad at base, tail fal­
cate. Flippers moderate in size, tapering to a point. 
Teeth numbering 24 to 28 on each side of upper and 
lower jaws. Colouration usually dark grey-brown on 
the back and light grey on the belly. Larger specimen 
pigmented on the ventral side. Grows to 3.7 m in 
length. 

Calicut (Mohan, 1983). Found to migrate to estuaries 
in search of food; a pregnant female recorded from 
Calicut (Mohan, 1982). 

Fig. 17. Tursiops truncatus aduncus Ehrenberg (Bottle-nose 
dolphin). 

Feeds mainly on inshore fishes Hke sardines and 
mackerels. Age at maturity ranges from 5 to 12 years 
in females and 10 to 12 years in males; females attain 
sexual maturity at 2.2 to 2.4m and males 2.5 to 2.6 m. 
Calving interval about two years, longivity about 25 
years; length at birth 1.0-1.2 m; gestation period about 
12 months, pregnant females recorded from Calicut 
(Mohan, 1982); easily caught and trained in the ocean-
aria. Caught in large numbers in live-capture fisheries 
in U.S.A., Japan and Adriatic Sea. Small numbers 
caught in West Africa, Sri Lanka, Tndia and Indonesia. 
More than 2,000 taken in the tropical Pacific tuna 
fishery. 

Distributed in Indian, Pacific and Atlantic oceans. 
Recorded from all along Indian coasts with more 
numbers along the west coast between Bombay and 
Trivandrura; occurs as an incidental catch in gill nets. 

17. Sousa chinensis (Osbeck) (Hump-back dolphin) 
(Figs. 18, 23, 24 and back cover) 

Beak long and forehead bulbous; characterised 
by a hump on its back; dorsal fin with a little elevation 
and posterior border feebly indented; flippers recurved 
and distinctly broad at base. 34 to 37 teeth on each 
side of upper and lower jaws. The colour uniformly 
lead grey; longitudinal blotches on ventral side in 
larger specimens; grows to 3.2 m. 

Feeds mainly on fishes; kept in captivity in oceanaria 
in Australia; once kept in a polyethylene lined pond at 

Fig. 18. Sousa chinensis (Osbeck) (Hump-back dolphin). 

Distributed from Cape of Good Hope to coast of 
China; occurs along the Indian coast often; caught 
in gill nets in Goa, Mangalore and Calicut. 

18. Stenella longirostris Gray (Spinner dolphin) 
(Figs. 19, 27-29) 

Body slender, dorsal fins moderately falcate to 
triangular and very erect. Tip of snout distinctly black 
and dark grey to black dorsally; yellowish brown laterally 
and white ventrally. 44-51 teeth on each side of upper 
and lower jaws. Teeth small, slightly curved inward. 
Occurs in herds of several hundred individuals; seen 
jumping over the waves. Attains a length of 2.5 m. 

Feeds mainly on pelagic fishes and squids. Length 
at birth about 0.8 m. Females usually give birth to a 
single calf. Successfully maintained for several years 
in oceanaria; considered as an indicator species of tuna 
schools; caught in tuna purse seines; about 50,000 
caught in early 1970's as incidental catches in the tuna 
fishery in Pacific. About 40 dolphins caught in the 
gill net fishery annually at Calicut coast during 1976-
1980 (Mohan, 1985). 

Fig. 19. Stenella longirostris Gray (Spinner dolphin). 

Distributed in Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans. 
Reported along the Indian coasts. 

19. Delphinus delphis Linnaeus (Saddle-back dolphin) 
(Fig. 20) 

Characterised by a well defined narrow beak and 
with distinct colourations. Beak acute than Tursiops 



aduncus. Dorsal fin moderately developed and tapers 
backwards with a concave hind margin. Flippers 
moderate in size, tapering; body black dorsally, lower 
surface white, upper and lower jaws with 62-65 teeth 
on each side; grows to 2.5 m. 

Fig. 20. Delphinus delphis Linnaeus (Saddle-back dolphin). 

Feeds on fishes and squids, length at birth about 
0.8-0.9 m. Male attains a length of about 2.5 m. 
Sexually matures at about 4 years. Gestation period 
estimated to be about 10-11 months; trained and kept 
in oceanaria. 

Found to aggregate with tuna fishes in Pacific 
Ocean. Nearly 10,000 dolphin killed incidentally in 
the tuna fishery of eastern tropical Pacific (Leatherwood 
et ai, 1976). Distributed from east coast of Africa to 
Japan and along the coast of Australia. Recorded along 
the Indian coasts. In India caught incidentally in 
the gill nets in Bombay, Goa, Mangalore, Calicut and 
Cochin. 

20. Platanista gangetica 
or Susu) (Fig. 21) 

Roxburgh (Gangetic dolphin 

Forehead rises rather steeply to upper surface of 
head; snout long; dorsal fins almost ridge like. Tail 
flukes broad; posterior border with a notch in middle; 
flippers short and broad at their outer end. Eyes very 
small and animal almost bHnd. Teeth small about 
28-30 on each half of upper and lower jaws. Body lead 
black and ventral surface pale white. 

Fig. 21. Platanista gangetica Roxburgh (Gangetic dolphin or 
Susu). 

Feeds mainly on fishes, shrimps and molluscs by 
ploughing its snout into the mud. Male attains sexual 
maturity at about 2.1 m and female at 2.5 m; length at 

birth 0.7-0.8 m. Breeding seasons from April to July; 
gestation period about 8-9 months. 

Kept in captivity in Japan; caught incidentally in 
the seine nets in River Ganges. A highly endangered 
species and requires urgent protection. Distributed 
in Ganges, Brahmaputra and Karnaphuli river systems. 

21. Dugong clugon Muller (Sea cow) (Fig. 22) 

The body spindle shaped, divisible into a head, 
trunk and tail. Head relatively small, characterised 
by a muzzle, and a broad flat horse-shoe shaped exten­
sion of the upper lip which overlaps sides of mouth; 
large numbers of hairs and bristles on the muzzle; eyes 
small; dorsal fins absent; flippers round towards the 
end. Dentition with incisors and molars. In male 
incisors long and pointed. Skin of dugong thick and 
hairs present on the surface. Tail strengthened by a 
low ridge mid-dorsally and mid-ventrally and caudal 
fluke crescentic. 

Fig. 22. Dugong dugon (Muller) (Sea cow). 

Distributed from east coast of Africa to Japan with 
a concentration of population in Torres Strait along 
northern coast of Australia. In India, found in the 
Gulf of Mannar, Palk Bay, Gulf of Kutch and Andaman 
islands. 

The size at maturity about 2.3 m in females. The 
length at birth about 90 cm. Dugongs are usually 
monogamous; grows to a length of about 3 m; longivity 
estimated to be ranging from 35-45 years; herbivorous 
animals feeding on sea grasses like Cymoclocea serrulata, 
Halophila ovalis and Enhalus koenigi. 

Sluggish animals inhabiting the coastal waters; 
benthic in habit; a voracious feeder. Once observed 
25 kg of sea grass in the stomach (personal observation 
by Lai Mohan). Dugongs are kept in oceanaria and 
can be easily acclimatised. Captured by gill nets 
along the coast of Gulf of Mannar and Palk Bay. Con­
sidered as a delicacy along the Gulf of Mannar coast. 
About 20 to 60 numbers caught in Gulf of Mannar and 
Palk Bay (Mohan, 1980). 
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Key to the identification of marine mammals of India 

1. la. Whale bone (baleen plates) absent; teeth present 2 
lb. Whale bone (baleen plates) present; teeth absent 16 

2. 2a. Teeth differentiated into incisors and molars; lip with well developed muzzle, dorsal fin absent 
Dugong dugon (Sea cow) (Fig. 22) 

2b. Teeth uniform, not differentiated (toothed whales and dolphins) 3 
3. 3a. Teeth on lower jaw only 4 

3b. Teeth on both jaws 7 
4. 4a. Teeth strong; more than 8 pairs on lower jaw 5 

4b. Teeth strong; less than 8 pairs on lower jaw 6 
5. 5a. Teeth 9-14 pairs on lower jaw, head 1/6 of body length; head conical, upper jaw much larger than 

lower jaw Kogla breviceps (Fig. 9) 
5b. Teeth 20-30 pairs on lower jaw; head massive, rectangular, 1/3 of body length; lower jaw short and 

smaller, upper jaw projecting; flippers rounded; dorsal fin all defined 
Physeter macrocephaliis (Fig. 8) 

6. 6a. Teeth 3-7 pairs on lower jaw, head bulbous, forehead with a vertical crease in centre, body with 
numerous scratches; flipper tappering Grampus griseus (Fig. 13) 

6b. Teeth one pair at tip of lower jaw in large males; (young animals may have more than one pair); 
forehead not distinct; dorsal fin well behind mid point of body; cleft of mouth short; well marked, 
white bloches in adults Ziphius cavirostris (Fig. 10) 

7. 7a. Eyes rudimentary, not functional; skull with cranial crest; beak well marked; each jaw with 26-30 
pairs of small pointed teeth Platanista gangetica (Fig. 21) 

7b. Eyes well developed, functional; cranial crest absent 8 
8. 8a. Teeth spade-like, 15-19 on each jaw; dorsal fin absent; body dark black; beak absent 

Neophocaena phocaenoides (Fig. II) 
8b. Teeth conical, pointed, 6-65 on each jaw 9 

9. 9a. Teeth 6-15 on each jaw 10 
9b. Teeth 20-65 on each jaw 13 

10. lOa. Body with large distinct white patches above the eye and base of dorsal fin; teeth strong, 10-12 pairs; 
dorsal fin erect and larger; flippers paddle shaped Orcinus orca (Fig. 12) 

10b. Body without large white patches above the eye and dorsal fin 11 
11. 11a. Teeth 7-11 on each jaw; flippers tapering 12 

lib. Teeth 12-19 on each jaw; flippers paddle shaped; forehead bulbous; beak absent 
Orcella brevirostris (Fig. \5) 

12. 12a. Teeth 7-10 on each jaw, flipper long, 1/5 to 1/7 of body length, forehead bulbous; outer margin of 
flippers without hump, dorsal fin not pointed Globicephalus macrorhynchus (Fig. 16) 

12b. Teeth 8-11 on each jaw; flippers 1/8 to 1/10 of body length, outer margin of flippers with hump 
.. Pseudorca crassidens (Fig. 14) 

13. 13a. Teeth 24-28 on each jaw; beak distinct; adults with grey oval spots ventrally 
Tursiops truncatus aduncus (Fig. \T) 

13b. Number of teeth more than 30 in each jaw 14 
14. 14a. Number of teeth 34—38 on each jaw; base of dorsal fin extended posteriorly; a dorsal hump present 

Sousa chinensis (Fig.\%) 
14b. Number of teeth more than 42 on each jaw 15 

15. 15a. Number of teeth 45-51 on each jaw, a dark grey stripe from flipper to eye 
Stenella longirostris {Fig. \9) 

15b. Number of teeth 60-65 on each jaw; palate tested; dark grey band from base of flippers to base of 
lower jaw Delphinus delphis (Fig. 20) 

16. 16a. Dorsal fin absent; surface of throat not grooved; chin not white; head J of body; upper border of 
lower lip much arched;'bonnet'on head Eubalaena glacialis (Fig. 7) 

16b. Dorsal fin present; surface ofthroat grooved, upper border of lower lip not arched 17 
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17. 17a. Flipper extremely long, 1/3 of body length, lower margin of flippers scalloped 
Megapteranovaeangliae (Fig.6) 

17b. Flippers less than 1/5 of body length, not scalloped below the flippers; baleen plate black, white or 
partially white 

18. 18a. Baleen plates black; throat grooves 80-100 extending to at least umbilicus, length of flippers 1/7 
of total length Balaenoptera musculus {Fig. 2) 

18b. Baleen plates white or partially white; inner side of flippers white 
19. 19a. Throat grooves about 50, extending to half way to umbihcus; flipper length 1/8 of total length 

Balaenoptera acutorostrata (Fig. 3) 
19b. Baleen plates white or slate coloured; inner side of flippers white 

20. 20a. Baleen plates black with frayed white inner edge; flipper length 1/10 to 1/12 of total length; grooves 
30-60 extending midway between flippers and umbilicus Balaenoptera borealis (Fig. 5) 

20b. Baleen plates white along anterior third, frayed edge white; flipper length 1/9 of total length; throat 
grooves 60-90 extending to umbilicus; inner side of flippers white Balaenoptera physalus (Fig. 4) 

18 

19 

20 

Discussion 

The marine mammals of Indian seas are attracting 
special attention due to the declaration of Indian Ocean 
as a sanctuary for the whales. Though whales and 
dolphins do not form a regular fishery along the coasts 
of India, there is no place for complacency as dolphins 
and dugongs are caught in the gill nets along the coasts. 
In the case of dolphins though the magnitude of des­
truction along the Indian coasts is not very high when 
compared to the eastern Pacific, there is all possibility 
that the dolphin catch may increase in the future due 
to the introduction of purse seines for pelagic fishes. 
It may be stated that in the case of dugongs though it 
is true that the Indian Wild Life Act 1972 has some 
effect on their fishing as indicated by the reduction of 
the number of dugong nets operated, there is still scope 
for better implementation of the Act. There is no 
fishery for the whales along the Indian coasts, and most 
of the records of the whales are due to its strandings. 
The recent studies made by Ailing et al. (1982) show 
that the Physeter macrocephalus migrates to south of 
Sri Lanka for breeding and they are not disturbed in 
their habitats. However, close watch and vigilance 
are essential to safeguard the habitats of these whales. 

Dugongs face serious threat as the fishing activities 
along the Gulf of Mannar and Palk Bay have increased 
recently to a great extent by the operation of the traw­
lers and this has affected the sea grass beds of these 
areas which form the main habitat for the dugongs. 
Naturally the destruction caused to the sea grass beds 
will affect the population of dugongs. 

Further it will be essential to introduce animal 
husbandry methods and captive breeding to increase 
the population of the dugongs. It has been shown that 

they can easily be reared in captivity. However, we 
may have to study the reproductive behaviour in relation 
to ecological factors. More studies are needed in this 
line. Eventhough many suggestions have been made 
to protect the animal, no comprehensive plan of action 
has been initiated. 
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