
Updated 16 May 2002 ISm4671

Whales may look like a fish, but they are extremely large mammals.  They are warm blooded, nurse their young, breathe air and
have hair on bits of their bodies.  Whales, dolphins and porpoises belong to a group of mammals called cetaceans.

Cetaceans have smooth, torpedo-shaped bodies that help them glide through the water.  They have two large fins on the ends of
their tails called flukes.  The cetaceans move their flukes in an up and down motion to move through the water.

A group of whales is called a school, herd or pod.  Individual whales within a pod have been identified by distinctive features
found on their bodies and flukes - some of these marks are due to shark bites and birth markings.

Unlike fish, cetaceans have no gills to extract oxygen from the water.  Instead they have lungs and hold their breath while under
water and return to the surface for air.  Their nostrils (blowholes) are located on the top of their heads.

Whales are divided into two groups:  baleen and toothed.  The main differences between these two groups are in how and what
they eat - some whales attack their food with teeth, some strain it through giant filters.

BALEEN WHALES

Baleen whales have a series of plates constructed of material much like human
fingernails.  The plates are arranged like teeth in a comb and are used to strain
food from the water.  This food consists of plankton, krill and small animals.

Baleen was once used for womenís corsets, umbrella ribs, knitting needles and
brushes which are now all made out of plastic.

TOOTHED WHALES

Unlike the baleen whales, toothed whales do have teeth.  The shape of these teeth vary from small
cone-like teeth as found on killer whales to tusks as in the narwhal.  Toothed whales also have
only one external blowhole as compared to baleen whales which have two.

The majority of whales are protected from commercial harvesting by the worldwide moratorium
on whaling, established by the International Whaling Commission in 1986.  Australia has previously
initiated its own ban on whaling, catching its last whale off Albany in 1979.

GENTLE GIANTS OF THE DEEP

WHALES
reeding

Females cannot breed until they are at least 10 years old, some as old as 15 - 17 years and then she bears a single
calf every 3-7 years after a gestation of about 18 months.  new born calves are just over a meter in length and
weight about 30 kg.  Although calves start eating seagrass soon after birth, they will continue suckling milk up
to 15 months old.  Calving season is August through January which coincides with the seagrass regeneration
after the winter decline.

Predators

Predators of the dugong include sharks, killer whales and traditional fisherman who
regard them as an important food source.  Traditional fisherman, including Australian
Aborigines, Torres Strait Islanders and Papua New Guineans now hunt dugongs in
aluminum dingies that have replaced the traditional bark canoe.  Traditional fishing
catches have, however, dwindled in recent years.  In the early part of this century dugongs
were hunted by Europeans for meat and oil which is thought to have some pharmaceutical
properties.  By far the greatest threat to Australiaís dugongs are accidental deaths and
drowning in fishing nets as well as collisions with water craft.  Also high on the list of
threats to dugong populations is pollution and contamination of seagrass by sewage and
industrial chemical release.  Cyclones may also pose a danger to dugongs.

Food

There are about five species of marine plant that are generally referred to as seagrasses,
growing in the shallow waters around Varanus Island which may provide food for dugongs.
 These tropical seagrasses do not grow in dense beds as do the more southern species
such as those found in Cockburn Sound of Perth.  They are, nonetheless, ecologically
important and fairly extensively utilised by dugongs and other marine life.  An adult
dugong for instance, will consume 50 - 60 kg of seagrass a day.  Dugongs may supplement
their diet with algae which is very abundant in the waters around the Lowendal and
Montebello Islands.

Baleen Whale - Humpback Whales

reeding

Females cannot breed until they are at least 10 years old, some as old as 15 - 17 years
and then she bears a single calf every 3-7 years after a gestation of about 18 months.
new born calves are just over a meter in length and weight about 30 kg.  Although calves
start eating seagrass soon after birth, they will continue suckling milk up to 15 months
old.  Calving season is August through January which coincides with the seagrass
regeneration after the winter decline.

Predators

Predators of the dugong include sharks, killer whales and traditional fisherman who regard
them as an important food source.  Traditional fisherman, including Australian Aborigines,
Torres Strait Islanders and Papua New Guineans now hunt dugongs in aluminum dingies
that have replaced the traditional bark canoe.  Traditional fishing catches have, however,
dwindled in recent years.  In the early part of this century dugongs were hunted by
Europeans for meat and oil which is thought to have some pharmaceutical properties.
 By far the greatest threat to Australiaís dugongs are accidental deaths and drowning
in fishing nets as well as collisions with water craft.  Also high on the list of threats
to dugong populations is pollution and contamination of seagrass by sewage and
industrial chemical release.  Cyclones may also pose a danger to dugongs.

Food

There are about five species of marine plant that are generally referred to as seagrasses,
growing in the shallow waters around Varanus Island which may provide food for
dugongs.  These tropical seagrasses do not grow in dense beds as do the more southern
species such as those found in Cockburn Sound of Perth.  They are, nonetheless, ecologically
important and fairly extensively utilised by dugongs and other marine life.  An adult
dugong for instance, will consume 50 - 60 kg of seagrass a day.  Dugongs may supplement
their diet with algae which is very abundant in the waters around the Lowendal and
Montebello Islands.

Toothed Whale - Longfin Pilot Whales

Toothed Whale Skull
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reeding

Females cannot breed until
they are at least 10 years old,
some as old as 15 - 17 years
and then she bears a single calf
every 3-7 years after a
gestation of about 18 months.
 new born calves are just over
a meter in length and weight
about 30 kg.  Although calves
start eating seagrass soon after
birth, they will continue
suckling milk up to 15 months
old.  Calving season is August
through January which
coincides with the seagrass
regeneration after the winter
decline.

Predators

Predators of the dugong
include sharks, killer whales
and traditional fisherman who
regard them as an important
food source.  Traditional
f i s h e r m a n ,  i n c l u d i n g
Australian Aborigines, Torres
Strait Islanders and Papua New
Guineans now hunt dugongs
in aluminum dingies that
have replaced the
traditional bark canoe.
Traditional f ishing
catches have, however,
dwindled in recent years.
 In the early part of this
century dugongs were
hunted by Europeans for
meat and oil which is
thought  to  have some
pharmaceutical properties.  By
far the greatest threat to
Australiaís dugongs are
acc iden ta l  dea ths  and
drowning in fishing nets as
well as collisions with water
craft.  Also high on the list of
threats to dugong populations
is pollution and contamination
of seagrass by sewage and
industrial chemical release.
Cyclones may also pose a
danger to dugongs.

Food

There are about five
species of marine plant
that  are  general ly
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