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DOLPHIN DEATHS — CHIEF SCIENTIST’S REPORT 

Statement by Minister for Environment 
HON DONNA FARAGHER (East Metropolitan — Minister for Environment) [2.02 pm]: The death of six 
dolphins in the Swan River in 2009 highlighted the fragility of our dolphin community. The house will recall that 
in December last year, I asked the chief scientist, Professor Lyn Beazley, to investigate the dolphin deaths. In her 
report released on 7 May, Professor Beazley said three of the dolphins, including a dolphin that died in 2007, 
were believed to have died from ulcerative skin lesions, caused by a virus commonly referred to as tattoo skin 
disease. A fourth dolphin died from a fungal infection of the brain and a fifth dolphin suffered from 
bronchopneumonia, although this dolphin also had severe fishing line entanglement. Two dolphins were too 
decomposed to determine the cause of death. 

Professor Beazley said the dolphins appeared to have died after an inflow of fresh water associated with rainfall 
events in winter and spring. The reduced salinity may have caused cellular damage to the outer layer of the skin, 
leading to increased susceptibility to viral attack. Professor Beazley’s report acknowledges that contaminant 
levels in the dolphins were high; however, she said that it was not possible to determine whether other factors, 
including exposure to contaminants and stress induced by human activities had predisposed the dolphins to 
disease.  

The chief scientist made eight recommendations in her report and I have undertaken to implement all of them. 
This will result in an immediate assessment of the dolphin community frequenting the river to provide an 
accurate estimate of the number and population structure; the establishment of a photographic record of the 
dolphin community and to determine the incidence of tattoo skin disease in the population; the creation of report 
cards to monitor estuarine health in conjunction with the Department of Water and the Department of Fisheries; 
a commitment of $60 000 for emergency collection and post-mortem examinations in the unfortunate event of 
other dolphin deaths, to understand factors contributing to disease and mortality; the promotion of river-friendly 
fishing practices, including biodegradable bait bags, and to support the recovery of tangled or broken fishing 
lines; the expansion of the Dolphin Watch program, whereby volunteers are trained to identify individual 
dolphins and report their behaviour; and the establishment of a working group, which will include 
representatives of science institutions, government agencies and the community, to investigate the ongoing 
health of the dolphins in the Swan River and report to me by the end of the year. 

This state government is committed to the protection and preservation of the Swan and Canning Rivers. That is 
why it has recently committed another $3.3 million to projects that are part of its multifaceted strategy to 
improve the health of the river system. They include $1 million for another oxygenation plant for the upper 
reaches of the Canning River and $800 000 on river restoration and erosion control projects as part of the Swan 
River Trust’s riverbank program. A big portion of the funding will go to local government and community 
groups, including to the Perth Region NRM to conduct 800 audits of small and medium-size businesses to ensure 
that they are not contributing to the contamination of the river system. 

The Swan River faces many pressures, many of them historic and many of them induced by human activities. 
This additional funding has been specifically targeted at projects that we believe can make a significant 
difference to improving the health of the waterways. 

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


