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DOLPHIN DEATHS — SWAN AND CANNING RIVERS 

Statement by Minister for Environment 
HON DONNA FARAGHER (East Metropolitan — Minister for Environment) [3.37 pm]: I wish to update 
the house about the concerning number of dolphins that died between June and October this year in the Swan 
Canning Riverpark. In June 2009, the Swan River Trust released a public statement advising of two dolphin 
deaths. Between late September and October, there were three further deaths in quick succession, and the trust 
brought together scientists and all other relevant experts and agencies to determine the causes of death. I was 
informed at the end of October that all six deaths were being investigated, that the causes of death were not yet 
known and that further tests were pending. 

Researchers, experts and lead agencies, including the Departments of Environment and Conservation, Water and 
Fisheries, and the Swan River Trust, met on 12 November to review the deaths and current knowledge based on 
post-mortems, pathology results and contaminant tests. These investigations found that fishing line entanglement 
was evident in two dead dolphins; at least four of the dolphins showed signs of being immunosuppressed, either 
through primary infection or other factors, making them more vulnerable to the subsequent infection that 
resulted; and that immunosuppression has been linked to other dolphin mortalities worldwide. 

I understand that the evidence indicates a number of factors such as seasonal changes in water quality and the 
long-term exposure to contaminants, including high levels of dieldrin, polychlorinated biphenyls, 
dichlorodiphenyldichloroethylene and zinc, as possible attributes—not the direct cause—of the deaths.  

Researchers have also not ruled out a virus, dolphin morbillivirus, as a possible cause of the immune 
suppression. I am advised that research has shown that dolphin deaths of this nature are not unique to the Swan-
Canning estuary and have been observed in other locations in Australia and around the world. As such, the trust 
and researchers are liaising with other Australian and international scientists on a possible connection. In short, I 
am advised that there is not yet a definitive answer as to what has caused these deaths, and it may not be possible 
ultimately to identify a single cause. Indeed, I am advised that researchers at Gippsland Lakes in Victoria have 
been investigating 15 dolphin deaths over the past two years and are still struggling to identify a definitive cause. 

Contaminant testing of three dead dolphins identified elevated levels of zinc, dieldrin, 
dichlorodiphenyldichloroethylene, or DDE, and polychlorinated biphenyls, or PCBs. Dieldrin was banned by the 
government in 1988. However, it needs to be noted that we are dealing with historical contaminants that will 
take some time to break down fully in the environment. The cumulative effect of these high contaminant levels 
on the dolphin population is currently unknown and requires further investigation.  

The government is committed to improving the habitat for all marine species in the Swan River, which is why 
we have already taken action to improve water quality in the Swan and Canning Rivers. This includes a recent 
allocation, in October, of $3.19 million to build artificial wetlands to improve water quality and revegetation 
along the waterways, and $500 000 for the “Fertiliser Action Plan”, which builds on the $610 000 announced 
earlier this year. This funding comes from the natural resource management fund. 

I understand that these six dolphins were most likely part of a community of 20 to 25 dolphins that live in the 
Swan River. Since launching the River Guardians Dolphin Watch program in April 2009, we have been able to 
monitor more closely the behaviour of dolphins and their presence in the river. This is one reason that there is 
increased awareness of dolphin mortalities this year. 

The Department of Health has advised that no health risk is posed to members of the public from swimming in, 
or taking fish from, the Swan and Canning Rivers. This is notwithstanding the general advice issued by the 
Department of Health warning the public not to eat wild shellfish gathered in rivers. I have required the 
Chairman of the Swan River Trust to deliver a report to me by 20 November outlining the research, ongoing 
monitoring and further actions being undertaken by the trust, other government agencies, researchers and 
experts.  

Furthermore, in relation to the proposed dredging program planned for the port of Fremantle, I am advised there 
is no scientific evidence that there is a connection with the dredging proposal and the health of dolphins. 
Notwithstanding this, I have spoken to the Chairman of the Environmental Protection Authority, and he has 
advised me that there are very clear requirements for the Fremantle Port Authority to monitor the effects of the 
dredging proposal against marine water quality trigger levels. Should monitoring indicate levels above the 
trigger values, management measures, including the cessation of dredging, would be enacted. The EPA and the 
trust will monitor this situation closely. 

Consideration of the statement made an order of the day for the next sitting, on motion by Hon Ed Dermer. 
 


