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The dugong 
Dugong dugon (Miiller) 

its present status in the seas round India with 
observations on its behaviour in captivity 
S.  J O N E S  
Central Marine Fisheries Research Institute, Mandapam Camp, India 

That sea-nymph's form of pearly light 
Was whiter than the downy spray, 
And round her bosom, heaving bright, 
Her glossy yellow ringlets play. 

John Leydon 

It doubtless might please God to 
make a mermaid, but I don't believe 
God ever did make one. 

Sir Humphrey Davy 

One of the most interesting marine mammals 
about which very little is known is the dugong or 
'sea cow', Dugong dugon (Miiller). Though it is an 
innocuous animal, man has spared neither its 
reputation nor its peaceful existence. Fiction and 
imagination have spun such fantastic tales about 
this creature that to anyone thinking in terms of 
mythology or folklore, it would be surprising to 

realise that so much has been made of so little 
when confronted with a living 'mermaid'. Refer- 
ence to the two dugongs in captivity at Mandapam 
Camp as 'mermaids' in the English newspapers 
and the subsequent literal translation of this in 
local languages created such a sensation that it 
roused the curiosity of many. People trekked long 
distances, hoping to see creatures as depicted by 
artists, only to return disappointed in what they 
had seen. 

Despite the interest it arouses and despite 
arm-chair declarations that the dugong is a 
protected animal, without anyone knowing or 
caring how to implement this protection, its fate 
remains unchanged. The capture of a dugong is 
nothing strange to the ignorant and indigent 
fisherman, who is more immediately concerned 
with his own survival than with the ethics of 












