Riverpark Dolphin
Lesson plan 7 - Threats &

Junior

solutio
ns

Background information
Classification							
Kingdom Animalia
Phylum Chordata
Scientific name: Tursiops aduncus
Order Cetacea		
Class Mammalia
Common name: Indo-Pacific Bottlenose Dolphin
Suborder Odontoceti
Family Delphinidae
Genus Tursiops
Species Aduncus
Life Span
Females: 40+ years Males: 35+ years
Size
An average-sized adult is 1.8-2.43 metres long and weighs
up to 230 kilograms
Reproduction
• Gestation is 12 months

The dolphin with the white patch was named Kwillena by a
Dolphin Watcher Photo: Hugh Finn

• Females have one calf about once every 4 years
• Females can have 8 calves in their lifetime            
• A calf stays with its mother for 3-5 years
• Females may first calve at around age 10-12 years old

• Males might not mate successfully until much later due to intense competition for access to females
Social Structure
• Females have a network of female friends
• Males usually bond closely to one another and form
a long-term partnership known as an alliance

society they inhabit. During these years, they learn
important social and feeding skills they will need to
survive as adults.

• After weaning, juvenile dolphins spend several years
learning about their environment and the dolphin

SWAN CANNING

RIVERPARK
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Home ranges in the Swan and Canning Riverpark

Community

•  The Swan River dolphins divide their time between
the estuary and coastal areas, such as Owen
Anchorage

•  It is estimated there are around 20-25 dolphins
living in the Swan Canning Riverpark

•  The dolphins are often seen in the Canning River
and some will occasionally travel into the upper
reaches of the Swan River

Status
• They are common in their range and protected by
the Wildlife Conservation Act 1950

• Dolphin Watch volunteers help determine how far
the dolphins travel upstream
• The dolphins most commonly seen in the riverpark
use the rivers all year round and are thought to be
long-term residents. It is likely that their mothers
were also river dolphins

Dolphin facts
•  In Shark Bay, bottlenose dolphins use a feeding technique called sponging. To ‘sponge’, dolphins
take a marine sponge from the sea floor and wear it on their beak (rostrum). The sponge
provides protection for their nose while they probe around on the sea floor for animals hidden
in sand or under rocks.
•  Until recently, all bottlenose dolphins were considered members of one species, but now
scientists recognise two species: the Common Bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) and the
Indo-Pacific Bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops aduncus). In south west Western Australia, Common
Bottlenose dolphins are generally found well offshore, while Indo-Pacific Bottlenose dolphins
occur in coastal and estuarine areas.
•  In coastal and estuarine areas, bottlenose dolphins are generally observed in small groups of
less than ten dolphins. In the open ocean, groups may number in the hundreds.
•  Scientists identify dolphins by permanent marks on their dorsal fins. These markings are scars
and allow for dolphins to be monitored across their lifetimes.
•  Murdoch and Curtin universities work together with the Swan River Trust to monitor dolphins
in the rivers.
• River Guardians members can become Dolphin Watch volunteers and learn how to monitor
dolphins in the rivers. www.riverguardians.com
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Threats to dolphins include:
• entanglement in discarded fishing line
• health effects from toxic contaminants
• loss of habitat and decline in food species
• poor water quality from nutrient contamination
• toxic algal blooms
• disturbance from boat traffic
• excessive underwater noise
• people illegally feeding dolphins which can lead to boat
strike and entanglement, as they come close to boats

Dolphins in the Swan Canning Riverpark

Solutions for looking after Riverpark dolphins
• Keep your distance — never approach a wild
dolphin. Stay at least 30 metres away if in the
water or 100 metres away if in a boat
• Slow down — dolphins often form resting groups
in the middle reaches of the estuary, so keep an
eye out and slow down

• Prevent pollution — many rivers, estuaries and
coastal waters near large urban development
show signs of nutrient overloading and heavy
metal contamination. Toxic algal blooms are
increasingly common in estuaries and bays.
You can help reduce pollution in rivers by:

• Never feed dolphins — it is illegal and leaves
them vulnerable to entanglement in fishing lines
or rope, boat strikes and disease

• Being fertiliser-wise at home – never over-water
and only apply fertiliser in spring or early autumn

• Fish responsibly — dolphins, particularly
calves, can get tangled in fishing line. Dispose
of unwanted monofilament line carefully, use
biodegradable fishing line and catch only what
you need while maintaining fish stocks

• Grow local native plants in your garden

• Bin any litter — rubbish such as plastic bags and
fishing line can seriously injure or kill wildlife.
Take rubbish home, dispose of in bins or pick up
rubbish when you see it
• Report sick, stressed or injured dolphins —
Department of Parks and Wildlife Helpline
9474 9055

• Wash your car on the lawn to keep detergents out
of stormwater drains
• Pick up your dog’s waste as it can promote algal
blooms
• Dispose of paint, oil and chemicals appropriately.
Ask your local council for help
• Use phosphorous-free detergents to wash your
clothes
• Keep garden weeds away from drains as they may
end up as invasive weeds in the rivers, and compost
leaves and clippings so they do not contribute to
nutrients in the rivers

Discarded fishing line wrapped around
the tail fin of this dolphin potentially
caused this animal to die
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Aim
For students to learn about Indo-Pacific Bottlenose dolphins living in the
Swan Canning Riverpark, investigate the threats to these dolphins and workshop solutions.
Outcomes
In completing this activity students will:
•
•
•

identify threats to dolphins in our riverpark
develop solutions to riverpark dolphin threats
actively participate within groups to workshop ideas

Preparation
•
•
•

4 x inflatable dolphins (you can purchase from Toys R Us or Clark Rubber, or, borrow these from the
Swan River Trust)
4 x sticky note pads
8 x red and blue textas

Class activity 1
1. As a preparation activity, provide the background information to students to read through (excluding the
Threats and Solutions information (page 2) as students will be required to workshop these ideas).
2. Bottlenose dolphins have a fission-fusion social structure, which means that group composition changes
frequently (eg. on an hour-to-hour basis, sometimes more or less).
3. Hand out sticky notes and textas. Explain that scientists often name dolphins according to physical
characteristics they see on their skin or dorsal fin, including nicks, cuts and scars from other dolphins and
predators such as sharks. Ask each group to name their dolphin according to the physical characteristics they
can see (eg. ‘Spot’ because there are spots on the dolphin).
4. Ask each group to identify threats to dolphins in the rivers and write each threat in red on a separate sticky
note. Stick each note with a threat to the inflatable dolphin.
5. Rotate the dolphins from one group to the next (ask one student from each group to take their dolphin to the
next pod, clockwise works best). Write a solution for each of the threats in black texta (written and attached to
the dolphin from the previous group) and attach to the sticky note with the threat written on it.
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6. Invite one person from each group to hand in all sticky note threats from
their group. Stick the threat to the board and continue to collect threats from each
group. Group the double-ups into themes such as fishing (fishing line rubbish, fishing hooks).
Read out the threats and solutions and discuss.
7. Discuss any threats/solutions not identified by students from the ideas included in the background
information.
Class activity 2
1. Conduct the Dolphin Quiz included in this lesson with students. Answers are provided.
Extension
Make a poster, write a story or conduct a presentation on how to keep our rivers and dolphins healthy. This
activity could also be extended to become an assessment piece.

Science curriculum links
Science and Understanding
Biological Sciences
Year 5 (ACSSU043) Living things have structural features and adaptations
			
that help them to survive in their environment
Year 6 (ACSSU094) The growth and survival of living things are affected by
the physical conditions of their environment
Science as a Human Endeavour
Use and Influence of Science

Year 5 (ACSHE217) Scientific knowledge is used to inform personal
Year 6 (ACSHE220) and community decisions

Cross-curricula links
ENGLISH
Literacy
Interacting with others

Year 5 (ACELY1699) Clarify understanding of content as it unfolds in formal and
informal situations, connecting ideas to students’ own
experiences and present and justify a point of view
Year 6 (ACELY1709) Participate in and contribute to discussions, clarifying and
interrogating ideas, developing and supporting arguments,
sharing and evaluating information, experiences and opinions
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Dolphin Quiz

Q. What species of dolphins live in the Swan Riverpark?
__________________________________________________________________________________________
Q. How many calves (baby dolphins) can a female dolphin have in her lifetime?
__________________________________________________________________________________________
Q.  Why shouldn’t you feed dolphins in the wild?
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
Q.  How can you fish responsibly?
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
Q. What can you do at home to help keep our rivers and dolphins healthy?
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
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Dolphin Quiz - Answers
Q. What species of dolphins do we have in the Swan Riverpark?
Tursiops adunctus or Indo–Pacific Bottlenose dolphins
Q. How many calves (baby dolphins) can a female dolphin have in her lifetime?    8
Q.  Why shouldn’t you feed dolphins in the wild?
It is illegal and leaves them vulnerable to entanglement, boat strikes, and disease when they approach humans
and boats
Q.  How can you fish responsibly?
•  Make sure you dispose of unwanted monofilament line carefully as dolphins, particularly calves, can get
    tangled in fishing line
•  Use biodegradable fishing line
•  Take only what you need to maintain fish stocks
Q. What can you do at home to help keep our rivers and dolphins healthy?
•  Be wise with fertiliser at home – never over-water and only apply fertiliser when needed in spring or early
autumn
• Wash your car on the lawn to keep detergents out of the stormwater drains
•  Grow local native plants in your garden
• Take your rubbish home with you and pick up rubbish when you see it
•  Pick up your dog’s waste, because it’s full of nutrients which can promote algal blooms
•  Dispose of your paint, oil and chemicals appropriately. Ask your local council for help
• Use phosphorous-free detergents to wash your clothes. Phosphorous is one of the main nutrients that feed
algal blooms
•  Compost your leaves and clippings. If washed into stormwater drains, they can contribute to nutrient
overload in the rivers
• Keep garden weeds away from drains as they may end up in the rivers as invasive weeds
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