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Sea cows, scientifically known as Dugong dugon, are commonly found in various parts of the world, including the 

Philippines 

Kalpitiya, Sri Lanka – As global sea cow (dugong) populations have been declining and the species classified 

as “vulnerable to extinction,” countries with surviving population of the animal need all the help they can get 

to help the elusive marine mammal. 

Sea cows, scientifically known as Dugong dugon, are commonly found in various parts of the world, including 

the Philippines. It can be particularly found in the provinces of Antique, Palawan, Isabela, Quezon, Camarines 

Sur, Iloilo, Guimaras, Negros Occidental, Surigaodel Sur, Davao Oriental, Davao del Norte, Davao del Sur, 

and Sarangani. 

In Sri Lanka, the exact population of sea cows has not yet been established but what is certain is that its 

population in the country is “low” due to destructive fishing practices, said International Union for 

Conservation of Nature (IUCN) project manager Arjan Rajasuriya. 

There are several threats to dugongs, which include illegal hunting, boat strikes from tourist and fishing boats, 

destruction and degradation of seagrass habitats, and damaging fisheries practices. 

“Mainly (in Sri Lanka), there is heavy fishing in the area where sea cows are present, including destructive 

fishing practices. They are killed often but not detected,”Rajasuriya said. 
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“From 2010 up to present, 10 to 12 animals and a couple of babies have been reportedly killed. We believe that 

there are unreported killings because their population is so low,” he added. 

Department of Wildlife Conservation’s Deputy Director for Conservation Research and Training, Dr. 

LakshmanPeiris said dugongs are often slaughtered for meat. Gill net fishing is also a primary threat, he added. 

“There is an urgent need to improve the conservation status of sea cows and their seagrass habitats,”Rajasuriya 

said, noting that the animal is classified as vulnerable under the IUCN Red List. 

Based on the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) report, seagrasses worldwide have been 

disappearing at a rate of 110 square kilometers per year since 1980. The sea cows mainly rely on seagrass for 

food. 

Since January, 2015, the Dugong and Seagrass Conservation Project, financially supported by the Global 

Environment Facility, implemented by UNEP, and executed by the Mohamed bin Zayed Species Conservation 

Fund, has been helping enhance the conservation effectiveness of seagrass ecosystems that support populations 

of dugongs across the Indian and Pacific Oceans, UNEP’s Max Zieren said. 

It is a $6-million effort consisting of 38 national projects across Indonesia, Madagascar, Malaysia, 

Mozambique, the Solomon Islands, Sri Lanka, Timor-Leste, and Vanuata. The project is being carried out until 

December, 2018. 

In Sri Lanka, the project focuses on the northwest region, namely the Gulf of Mannar and Palk Bay, which are 

crucial habitats for the country’s dugong population. Seven projects are currently being carried out in the 

country. 

It aims to mobilize community participation focusing on the introduction of sustainable fisheries practices, 

establishment of locally managed marine protected areas, and mainstreaming of dugong and seagrass 

conservation priorities into national and regional policies and planning. 

Peiris said the Sri Lankan government has identified dugong as a “flagship species where the communities are 

educated about the animals and information are collected from them.” 

“We are conducting this as part of the research about the dugong distribution, as well as general information 

about seagrasses. This will significantly help fill the information gap,” he explained. 

In addition, Peiris said the government is currently reviewing certain policies on dugong conservation, one of 

which is a proposal for the creation of a National Dugong Management Plan. “We have already started and we 

are hoping to finish the management plan by yearend and implement it by 2018.” 

“To level up the management plan, we are collecting information on animal distribution from ORCA (Ocean 

Resources Conservation Association), and information on seagrass beds from NARRA (National Aquatic 

Resources Research and Development Agency). With that information, we will be able to identify key areas or 

sensitive areas, which we will propose as marine protected areas,” he pointed out. 

Peiris also noted that a mobile application was established in December, 2016 to monitor illegal fishing 

activities, which include the killing of the sea cows. 

“People use phones to provide us information. It is a smart survey for Android phones where one can provide 

the GPS coordinates, date, time, and photo of the reports,” he said. 

Prasanna Weerakkody of ORCA said they are also utilizing side scan sonar to survey the sea floor and possible 

reef and seagrass areas and for possible sightings of the animals, which may not be detected from the boat. 



Meanwhile, the use of mini-quadcopter drones allows the survey of shallow seagrass areas from a high 

altitude. 

“Using drone is a much more useful way of monitoring continuously the population of dugongs in the 

sea,”Weerakkody said. 

UNEP has supported various on-the-ground initiatives in the past decades on the Asia Pacific Region in order 

to address challenges, using an integrated approach for ecosystem management by working with governments, 

private sector and civil society, in order to align efforts to meet the growing need for goods and services 

provided by ecosystems with biodiversity conservation. 

However, to ensure the long-term functioning of ecosystems as an integral part of the delivery of sustainable 

development goals, there is a need to disseminate successful on-the-ground efforts and making the case with 

policymakers and other key stakeholders of the importance of ensuring links between ecosystem service 

delivery and human needs, and the effectiveness of an integrated approach towards successful management 

and ecosystems in the region. 

http://news.mb.com.ph/2017/03/29/countries-move-to-save-sea-cow-population/  

http://news.mb.com.ph/2017/03/29/countries-move-to-save-sea-cow-population/

