
Help save the Southern Right 
Whale

SAVING OUR SPECIES

Eubalaena australis

Saving our Species aims to secure as many threatened species and 
ecological communities as possible. This conservation strategy aims 
to secure the species in the long term. This strategy was developed 
by experts who identified the priority management areas and 
conservation actions required to manage critical threats to conserve 
the species in NSW.

Saving our Species is based on a cost-effective approach that 
maximises the number of threatened species and ecological  
communities conserved through on-ground management action. If 
you want to contact us please email 
savingourspecies@environment.nsw.gov.au
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Conservation status 
in NSW:
Endangered

Commonwealth 
status:
Endangered

Saving our Species 
management stream:
Partnership (widespread)

Species profile:
http://www.environment.nsw.g
ov.au/threatenedspeciesapp/p
rofile.aspx?id=10910

Saving our Species delivers 
on the NSW Government's 
legislative requirements under 
the Biodiversity Conservation 
Act 2016.

*Recorded species sightings 
(BioNet).

Strategic Importance: Southern right whales in Australian waters 
form two genetically distinct populations: the south-western 
population (Cape Leeuwin to Ceduna) and the south-eastern 
population (Ceduna to Sydney, including Tasmania). Delineation of 
the two populations is complex due to mixing on the migratory routes, 
but the two populations show contrasting patterns of population 
growth since whaling. The entire south-east population consists of 
approximately 250-300 individuals. The NSW and QLD coasts 
comprise the northern extent of the distribution and NSW contains 
historic high use areas and so are of high-conservation value. As the 
population grows, areas along the NSW coast may re-emerge as 
aggregation areas, however, without adequate protection from 
disturbance southern-right whales may be deterred from using 
important coastal habitat. As the NSW proportion of the population is 
small, the loss of a single animal, especially a reproductively mature 
female can impact whole population viability. As such, minimising 
disturbance and cumulative threats to individuals is critical, 
particularly as females show fidelity to breeding sites. Current 
management of southern right whales in NSW is impeded by a lack of 
information on site occupancy and co-occurring threats, however, due 
to the high-levels of coastal marine use in the region and associated 
anthropogenic threats, management is required to conserve the 
species. NSW has responsibilities for the protection of southern right 
whales under the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory 
Species of Wild Animals and under the Australian Conservation 
Management Plan for the Southern Right Whale, of which the threats 
in this project are aligned.
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Threats to this species are outlined at: 
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/threatenedspeciesapp/profile.a
spx?id=10910#threats

The actions listed in the management action toolbox guide 
management at a site, regional or state scale.

Map of Southern Right Whale occurrence and 
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Threat Action description Scale

Collision with boats and other 
marine traffic (e.g. shipping, 
cruise ships, fishing vessels) 
causing injury or mortality

Implement the ‘national strategy for reducing vessel strike on cetaceans 
and other marine megafauna’ and the action outlined under the 
disturbance threat.

 Area

Entanglement in fishing gear 
such as traps, ropes, and 
nets

Liaise with NSW Fisheries to promote the use of best practice 
recreational and commercial fishing gear (e.g. acoustic release devices, 
observers, rope colours, lighting, rope tension, season), aligned with 
effective approaches in other states (e.g. through Code of Practice as 
outlined in Coughran et al. 2015 Fisheries Research Report WA). 
Collaborate with other marine agencies (e.g. through Memorandum of 
Undersanding with Roads and Maritime, Marine Rescue, Port 
Authorities) to engage in on-water actions (e.g. training and species 
protection) and communication tools and channels (e.g. Notice to 
Mariners, whale sightings, and media messaging).

 Area

Bioaccumulation of pollution 
and marine debris ingestion, 
particularly plastic, which can 
cause suffocation, abrasion, 
infection or blockages when 
swallowed. 

Where localised debris or pollution threats are identified in estuarine 
and coastal habitat during the migration season, liaise with relevant 
agencies on strategies to mitigate pollution impacts in those areas.

 Area

Disturbance (e.g. recreational 
boating, whale watching, 
jetskis, kayaks) disturbing the 
species altering behaviour 
and displacing the species 
from habitat areas

Develop and implement a range of educational tools and channels to 
engage the community in southern-right whale conservation and 
minimise disturbance by increasing awareness of conservation status, 
biology, behaviour, and approach distances. Collaborate with relevant 
agencies on joint communications that target marine stakeholders (e.g. 
recreation clubs, licensed boaters, marinas, whale watching vessels).

 Area

Noise (e.g. offshore gas 
exploration, seismic testing, 
vessels, maintenance, 
dredging, pile driving, ports, 
ships, cruises) disturbing, 
displacing, or injuring the 
species

Identify inshore coastal areas with high marine noise (e.g. through 
collaboration on the National Environmental Science Program 
anthropogenic noise project) to inform management actions (e.g. for 
reducing noise in re-emerging aggregation areas).

 Area

Noise (e.g. offshore gas 
exploration, seismic testing, 
vessels, maintenance, 
dredging, pile driving, ports, 
ships, cruises) disturbing, 
displacing, or injuring the 
species

Advise planning, regulatory agencies, and industry groups (e.g. 
Australian Maritime Safety Authority, Roads and Maritime Services, 
NOPSEMA, Crown Lands, planning agencies) on risks to the southern-
right whale population from noise and collaborate on strategies to 
reduce noise (e.g. promote quiet ship design standards and operating 
procedures, observers or acoustic detection during intensive activities, 
protection through coastal zone plans).

 Area

Collision with boats and other 
marine traffic (e.g. shipping, 
cruise ships, fishing vessels) 
causing injury or mortality

Identify vessel strike risk areas through historical data, surveys (see 
survey action), and interagency collaboration (e.g. the National 
Environment Science Program national ship strike risk project, Marine 
Estate Management Strategy) to inform management actions.

 Area

Lack of distributional 
information on habitat areas 
to enable effective 
management

Collate and analyse sightings data, reports, and historical data (e.g. 
sightings, whaling station data, breeding and aggregation areas) and 
present threat information to determine if southern right whales are 
being excluded from habitat areas due to threats or if new aggregation 
areas are likely to emerge.

 Area

Lack of distributional 
information on habitat areas 
to enable effective 
management

Conduct on-water or aerial surveys to identify preferred habitat areas, 
breeding sites/calving areas, and migratory routes including cross-
breeding/immigration between populations to inform management 
actions (e.g. special protection approach distances for nursing cows, 
management of aggregation areas). Implement surveys in collaboration 
with the National Recovery Plan south-eastern population assessment 
and contribute photo-ID data to ARWPIC and the National Environment 
Science Program.

 Area

Cumulative impact of threats 
on species and habitat.

Promote reporting of sightings and injured animals (e.g. vessel strike 
propeller cuts, entanglements) to National Parks and Wildlife Service 
through public training days, social media (e.g. Wild about Whales), 
rehabilitation networks (e.g. ORRCA), whale watching operators, and 
citizen science surveys (e.g. Cape Solander Whale Migration Study) to 
refine priority areas and understand associated threats.

 Area

Action toolbox



Threat Action description Scale

Entanglement in fishing gear 
such as traps, ropes, and 
nets

Maintain and deploy trained government large-whale disentanglement 
teams to free southern-right whales caught in fishing gear (see NSW 
Marine Wildlife Management Manual). Engage with the Australian 
Large Whale Disentanglement Network to ensure currency with 
response approaches and techniques and to receive or forward 
notifications of entangled animals moving between jurisdictions.

 Site

Monitoring actions

Regular monitoring of the effectiveness of management and trends in local populations and ecological 
communities at a site scale is an important component of all strategies. The toolbox and any site-based 
management will be adapted, added or removed over time in response to monitoring results.

Monitoring, Evaluation and Reporting Guidelines for Conservation Projects.

Find out more about our program

Visit  http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/savingourspecies

https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/research-and-publications/publications-search/saving-our-species-monitoring-evaluation-and-reporting

