
IN VIEW OF THE RAPIDLY DECLINING DOLPHIN 
NUMBERS, CETACEAN EXPERTS FROM THE 
PEARL RIVER PROPOSED AN EMERGENCY 
ACTION PLAN TO GIVE THE DOLPHIN POPULATION 
A CHANCE TO STABILIZE AND RECOVER. A SET 
OF CORE AND BUFFER AREAS COVERING KEY 
DOLPHIN HABITATS ARE PROPOSED (SEE MAP 
ON REVERSE). THEY SHOULD BE MANAGED IN A 
WAY THAT HUMAN DISTURBANCE AND 
THREATS TO DOLPHINS ARE MINIMIZED. 
CORE AREAS PROTECT CRITICAL 
DOLPHIN HABITATS
Core areas include areas that are critical for 
feeding, mating, nursery and socializing by the 
dolphins. Historic core areas were 
commonly used by the dolphins in the past and 
are likely to be future key areas if human 
threats and disturbance diminish. All core 
areas are crucial for the long-term survival and 
recovery of the dolphin population in the delta 
and must be prioritized for immediate and 
effective conservation and management. They 
also promote the conservation of a wide 
spectrum of other species and ecosystems, in 
addition to the immediate benefits to dolphins.

BUFFER AREAS CONNECT KEY 
DOLPHIN HABITATS
Buffer areas are ecological corridors that 
provide vital, low-disturbance links for 
Chinese white dolphins and their prey to move 
between discrete key habitats. Protecting these 
corridors, or buffer areas, allows the safe 
dispersal of individuals within the mosaic of 
core habitats, creating a well-connected 
network, and reducing the risk of extinction for 
the Pearl River dolphin population.

THE DOLPHINS ARE FACING PERVASIVE 
THREATS TO THEIR SURVIVAL – SEVEN 
MAJOR THREATS REQUIRING URGENT 
ACTION HAVE BEEN IDENTIFIED: 

The dolphins rely heavily on sound for 
feeding, socializing and navigation, and 
thus are very sensitive and susceptible to 
underwater noise.

They prey on fish species that are also 
sought by commercial fishers, putting them 
in competition. The dolphins sometimes 
follow fishing vessels for feeding, increasing 
their risk of being entangled in fishing gear. 

The Chinese white dolphin favours 
shallow coastal estuarine waters 40m in 
depth or shallower. These are the waters 
where human activities are most intensive. 

Chinese white dolphins only reproduce 
slowly: they don’t reproduce until more 
than 9 years old, and dolphin mums 
mostly give birth to a single calf every 3 
years or more. The dolphin population 
size therefore requires a longer time to 
recover and stabilize.

To e�ectively mitigate human threats on dolphins in identified key areas, six important management practices have been identified. To be 
e�ective, all these measures require coordinated, cross-boundary law enforcement, stringent regulations and public education. 

Construction and oyster farming (in 
mainland China)  must be prohibited in 
core and buffer areas and regulated in 
nearby waters, with natural coastlines 
and watersheds remaining intact and 
development-free. Eco-friendly 
construction methods must be adopted 
in nearby coastal works.

Transition to sustainable fisheries and 
other coastal activities should be 
facilitated. For example, restoration of 
mangrove and other wetland habitats can 
improve both fisheries and water quality.

Pollution, both land-based and 
sea-based, and disposal of plastic waste, 
should be minimized. Long-term 
monitoring of pollutants and toxins in 
dolphin bodies is necessary, with 
consequent tracing and combating the 
major sources of chemicals.

Vessel numbers and speed must be 
strictly limited in core and buffer areas, 
with fast-moving and large vessels 
being diverted away from dolphin 
protected areas.
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Habitat loss and degradation from coastal development, 
infrastructure construction, oyster farming (in mainland 
China) , river development and other nearshore activities.  
This further reduces the already restricted feeding habitat 
areas for the dolphins.

Prey depletion as a result of both habitat destruction 
and unsustainable, destructive and illegal fishing and 
aquaculture activities. The dolphins have shifted their diet to 
less diverse and smaller-sized prey because of insufficient 
food supply.

Underwater noise disturbance, mainly from coastal 
development, marine traffic and bridge traffic. The noise 
disrupts feeding, navigation and communication, and can 
cause hearing loss or even death in the dolphins.

Vessel traffic can disrupt dolphin behaviour, causing 
reduced feeding and reproduction, while boat strikes can 
injure or even kill the dolphins.

Toxins and pollutants come from a wide range of land and 
marine sources, such as untreated industrial and agricultural 
runoff. The chemicals accumulated in animal bodies are likely 
to lower survival and reproductive success of the dolphins. 

Entanglement in fishing gear from non-selective fishing 
such as trawling and gillnetting. Entangled dolphins may be 
injured or even drown.

Sea level rise associated with climate change is expected to 
cause re-distribution of the shallow water habitats favoured 
by the dolphins and their prey, resulting in further loss of 
total available habitat.
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The Pearl River Delta is home to what is likely the world’s 
largest population of Chinese white dolphins (Sousa 
chinensis), but it is also one of the world’s most densely 
populated and industrialized coastal regions. The delta's 
dolphin population, comprising approximately 2,000 
individuals, is declining at about 3% annually under 
severe human disturbance.  Alarmingly, local dolphin 
abundance in Hong Kong has dropped by over 80% in the 
past 15 years. There is no reason to expect the broader 
Pearl River Delta population is safe. Scientific research 
suggests that, on the current trajectory, the population 
will go locally extinct unless we act quickly. 

The trajectory of loss is dire and immediate action is 
needed to secure a future for Chinese white dolphins. A 
group of concerned dolphin specialists in the delta, 
including government representatives, academics and 
conservationists, has therefore recommended an 
emergency action plan that gives the best chance to save 
the dolphins.  Cross-border cooperation between the 
Guangdong and Hong Kong administrations is crucial for 
conservation management to be successful. The 
governments in the delta region should seize the last 
chance to save the Chinese white dolphin.

  

Underwater noise from coastal 
development, bridge traffic and shipping 
activities should be assessed, regulated 
and mitigated as part of Environmental 
Impact Assessment processes.
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The dolphin’s IUCN
conservation status has
been upgraded from Near 
Threatened to Vulnerable since 
2017 due to significant reduction in 
global numbers. 

PROHIBIT

Seasonal fishing moratorium should be 
extended, with strengthened patrol and 
enforcement mechanisms to combat 
illegal and destructive fishing, and manage 
small-scale unregulated aquaculture or 
fishing activities. Release of fish fry in 
no-take zones should be implemented to 
restock prey fish populations.

COMBAT ILLEGAL
FISHING
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THE CHINESE WHITE DOLPHIN
OF THE PEARL RIVER IS A UNIQUE AND

SHARED HERITAGE OF GUANGDONG,
HONG KONG AND MACAU.

IT WOULD BE A GLOBAL TRAGEDY
TO LOSE THIS ICONIC CREATURE

FROM THE FUTURE OF
THE GREATER BAY AREA.
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PROHIBIT

Save our
Chinese white dolphins



EXISTING AND PROPOSED MARINE PARKS/ NATURE RESERVES
A. Southwest Lantau Marine Park E. Guangdong Pearl River Estuary Chinese White Dolphin National Nature Reserve

B. Jiangmen Guangdong Chinese White Dolphin Provincial Nature Reserve F. Proposed Marine Park to compensate for construction of 3rd Runway 

C. Sha Chau and Lung Kwu Chau Marine Park G. The Brothers Marine Park 

D. Proposed South Lantau Marine Park 

VERY IMPORTANT CORE AREAS IMPORTANT CORE AREAS CORE AREAS
1. Sanxiakou Area 4. Shangchuan-Xiachuan Area 9. Dongping Harbour Area 

2. Dajin & Xiaojin Islands Area 5. Gaolan-Hebao Area 10. Miaowan-Mangzhou Area

3. South & West Lantau Area 6. Sanzao Island Area  11. Neilingding Island Area

 7. Green Island-Sanjiao Mountain Area 12. Soko Islands Area

 8. Lung Kwu Chau Area 13. The Brothers Islands (historic)

*A study suggested that Chinese white dolphins recorded off Yangjiang formed part of the Pearl River Delta population. This map also identifies key dolphin habitats there.
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KEY CHINESE WHITE DOLPHIN HABITATS IN THE PEARL RIVER DELTA

These areas are proposed based on best 
available scientific information, including 
published data and field observations 
throughout the Pearl River Delta (PRD) 
and Yangjiang.
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