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BACKGROUND INFORMATION: WWF’s River Dolphin Initiative 
WWF’s Global Freshwater Programme and Global Species Programme are launching a River Dolphin Initiative with the aim of reducing threats to river dolphins and enhancing freshwater ecosystem health. River dolphins and porpoises are among the world’s most threatened mammal species. The IUCN Red List currently considers ten species or populations of cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoises) as Critically Endangered, and an additional nine as Endangered. 

Of the seven species of dolphins worldwide, four are found only in freshwater: the Ganges River Dolphin (Platanista gangetica), the Yangtze River dolphin (Lipotes vexllifer), the Indus river dolphin, (Platanista minor) and the Amazon dolphin (Ina geoffrensis).  In addition, there are two river dolphins and one river porpoise that can be found in both marine and freshwater, the tucuxi, Sotalia fluviates in South America and the Irrawaddy dolphin and finless porpoise, Neophocaena phocaenoides in Asia.  For more information see www.panda.org/species
Population decline

The populations of all river dolphin species in Asia have shown a sharp decline and are listed as endangered, or critically endangered on the IUCN Red List of threatened species. Of the two species found in South America, the Boto is thought to be reasonably secure, but the Tuxuci is data deficient.  Accurate data on population numbers are difficult to gather for some species and extended surveys are needed to be able to estimate the total number.  However, recent surveys of the Indus dolphin in Pakistan showed no more then 1100 individuals scattered into 5 populations. The Yangtze River dolphin or baiji in China is the world's most endangered cetacean, and a survey in November 1997 found only 13 animals. The Yangtze River finless porpoise may have declined to under 2000 and is extremely susceptible to entanglement in gillnets. 
River dolphins are threatened by the fragmentation and pollution of their habitat and from drowning in fishing nets or deliberate removal for trade. The Ganges river dolphin or susu, is thought to number in the thousands, although more accurate population estimates are needed. It inhabits the Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna and Karnaphuli-Sangu river systems of Nepal, India, and Bangladesh, where the habitat has been altered by the construction of more than 50 dams and other irrigation-related projects. In some cases this has resulted in the genetic isolation of dolphin populations.   

River dolphins are of cultural importance to people living near the river; they exist in myths and legends and often have deep spiritual value to local communities. Saving river dolphins is also important to human development and survival.  As the top animal in the river food chain, river dolphins are an indicator of the river’s health. Efforts to safeguard the species will directly contribute to the availability of adequate and clean water for people as well as nature.  
Conserving dolphins mean:

· Sewerage will need to be adequately treated and rubbish disposed of thoughtfully instead of dumped in the rivers;

· The rivers will be clean enough to draw on for water supplies (drinking water may need additional treatment);

· River banks will be replanted with trees that enhance the environment, reduce erosion of farm lands, and provide food and fibres for people;

· There will be enough fish in the rivers to support people and dolphins;

· Enough water will flow down the rivers to reduce the intrusion of saltwater from the sea;

· Floods will be managed more naturally to reduce risk to people, trigger fish breeding, and restore floodplain habitats and flood recession agriculture.

Conserving dolphins will help achieve the UN Millennium Development Goals of providing better water supplies and sanitation services to people by 2015.

WWF has been working with river dolphins for over ten years in countries like India, Pakistan, China and Colombia. Direct conservation efforts, surveys and rescue operations of stranded dolphins have been carried out together with better management of the freshwater resources by communities and decision makers. For more information see www.panda.org/ For example WWF India’s work in Farida village, UP, India, river dolphin conservation efforts brought: more participatory village council; services such as a road and house construction subsidies; improved schooling and a children’s library; sewerage and rubbish management; fisheries management; and reforestation of the river bank.

The Initiative will work to:

· Support, expand, and network ongoing activities throughout the ranges of the seven species of freshwater cetaceans, Ganges River dolphin, Indus River dolphin, Irrawaddy dolphin, Finless porpoise, Yangtze River dolphin, Amazon River dolphin and Tucuxi; 

· Raise awareness about the status and conservation needs of freshwater cetaceans;

· Raise sufficient fund to intensify and extend current work on river dolphins;
· Undertake research (for example, on required water flows and on population viability), field work and policy work;

· Engage decision makers, planners of water development projects to consider the needs for freshwater dolphins in planning;

· Assist communities to conserve and manage their freshwater dolphins as part of a water management plan for sustainable development.

Working with communities, governments and partners, WWF plans to:  

· Reduce river dolphin deaths and habitat degradation caused by water management infrastructure (eg. dams and irrigation canals) and water withdrawals;

· Improve ecosystem and human health by reducing the amount of sewerage and other pollution dumped into freshwater ecosystems;

· Reduce deaths of river dolphins from fishing by-catch and deliberate removal;

· Protect and improve the environmental health of riverine habitat, for example, by restoring fisheries and river bank forests;

· Increase the capacity of local community and government workers to conduct independent research and conservation programmes; 

· Conduct necessary research to guide conservation activities, such as on required water flows and on population viability;

· Document and share successful conservation techniques;

· Assist local communities to develop more sustainable livelihoods and enhance local participatory management of natural resources, for example: in sourcing clean water supplies; by minimizing farm chemical use; and restoring fisheries.

Key audiences for the Initiative:
· Government and other decision makers, involved in directing the use of freshwater resources;
· Industries and communities that are sources of pollution of dolphin habitat; 

· Local fishermen and communities that can help conserve river dolphins and improve freshwater ecosystem health;
· Donors and supporters globally.
The situation is urgent. Without effective conservation measures species like the Yangtze River dolphin will go extinct within the very near future.  The health of river dolphin species is directly tied to the quality and quantity of water in their range.  Their decline signals danger to human communities that depend on the same freshwater resources.  River dolphins and their habitat are declining at an accelerating rate.  In order to prevent river dolphin species from going extinct, we must redouble our conservation efforts.  WWF is committed to conserving the river dolphins, and with help from our partners and supporters, we hope to prevent their extinction.
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