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Humpback whales and dolphins 
rest by shutting down half their 
brain at a time.
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Up until 2005, the Australian 
snubfin was thought to be the 
same species as the Irrawaddy 
dolphin found in Asia. Similiarly, the 
Australian humpback dolphin was 
only discovered to be a distinct 
species from the Indo-Pacific 
humpback dolphin in 2014. 
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When they come to the surface 
to breathe, humpback whales 
rapidly exhale to clear the air 
from their lungs and make a 
‘blow’ of spray that can shoot a 
few metres up into the air. 

3

Sound is very important to 
dolphins. They use echolocation 
as well as a range of sounds 
like clicks, whistles, and burst 
pulsed sounds to communicate 
with each other and to navigate 
around their environment. 
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Humpback whales can migrate 
more than 16,000 kilometres 
each year between their winter 
tropical breeding grounds and 
their summer Antarctic feeding 
grounds - one of the longest 
migratory journeys of any 
mammal on Earth.
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Introducing the cetaceans 
of the Gladstone region
‘Cetacean’ is the scientific name  
(of the Order Cetacea) given to the 
family of marine mammals that includes 
whales, dolphins and porpoises. 

Playful, curious and very intelligent, 
cetaceans, as mammals, share a 
number of characteristics with humans 
including that they give birth to live 
young (called calves), breathe air with 
lungs, and nurse their calves on milk.

The waters off Gladstone are a key 
habitat for three species of cetacean, 
even though others occasionally visit 
(such as the bottlenose dolphin, which 
can sometimes be found in areas like 
the eastern side of Curtis Island): 

• the Australian humpback dolphin  
 (Sousa sahulensis)

The Australian humpback is grey with 
white on its sides (called flanks) and has 
a long slender snout (called a rostrum). 

• the Australian snubfin dolphin 
(Orcaella heinsohni)

The Australian snubfin dolphin looks 
quite different to the humpback. It is 
pale to dark brown in colour and has a 
short, rounded snout and rounded fins.

• the humpback whale  
 (Megaptera novaeangliae).

Humpback whales can grow up to 15 
metres in length and can weigh up  
to 30 - 40 tonnes. 

These gentle giants usually have 
black colouration on their upper body 
surfaces, with white areas on the belly, 
under their long pectoral fins, and on 
the underside of their tail (flukes). These 
unique black and white markings are like 
fingerprints, no two humpback whales 
are exactly the same.

What’s on the menu
Dolphins are carnivorous and like to eat 
fish, crustaceans (such as prawns or 
crabs), and cephalopods (like octopus 
and squid).

Humpback whales meanwhile prefer 
tiny crustaceans called krill, and 
will filter about 1000 kilograms of 
krill a day through their baleen, 
the stiff bristles they have 
instead of teeth!

Both newborn whales and 
dolphins suckle on their 
mother’s milk.
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WHALE 
OF A TALE!

Humpback whale and calf
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Laws look after us!
Both the Australian humpback dolphin 
and the Australian snubfin dolphin 
are listed as ‘Near Threatened’ 
in Queensland under the Nature 
Conservation (Wildlife) Regulation 2006, 
which means it is illegal to hurt or kill 
these species and that the Queensland 
Government works to protect their 
habitat. Both dolphins are listed on the 
Environment Protection Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999 as ‘Migratory’, 
giving them some protection. This is 
important as scientists think there are 
only small populations of both species in 
the Gladstone inshore area, maybe less 
than 100 of each.

Humpback whale numbers are on 
the rise, with about 20,000 animals 
migrating along the east coast of 
Australia each year, but they remain 
listed as Vulnerable under both the 
Australian Environment Protection 
and Biodiversity Conservation (EPBC) 
Act 1999 and Queensland’s Nature 
Conservation Act 1992.

Say hi as we swim 
on by
Humpback whales can be found off the 
coast of Gladstone from June to August 
as they migrate north through the Great 
Barrier Reef to mate and give birth.

They return to Gladstone from 
September as they swim south to 
colder food-rich waters near Antarctica 
for the summer. During their migration 
humpbacks use special paths along the 
Australian coastline, most of which are 
less than 10 kilometres from shore.

The Australian humpback and Australian 
snubfin dolphin each have their favourite 
local hangouts, as shown in the map 
below. 

These two species in particular prefer 
to stay within a home range of about 
300km2 – that’s about half the size of 
Curtis Island.

Risks
• Boat propellers and anchors can 

damage seagrass meadows and 
coral reefs that provide habitat for 
dolphin prey species.

• Noise from vessels may interfere with 
dolphins’ communication signals, 
disorienting them or separating calves 
from their mothers. 

• Because they live, eat, and play close 
to the coastline, inshore dolphins are 
at greater risk of coming into contact 
with humans or harmful human 
pollution like rubbish and chemical 
run-off.

• Tourists and locals that get too close 
to humpback whales when breeding 
or trying to rest can cause them 
stress and to become sick.

• Despite their size, humpback whales 
can be seriously injured by boats. It 
is important you always go slow for 
those below!

• Humpback whales and local dolphins 
can become trapped in fishing and 
shark nets and drown.

Find out more
Capricorn Cetaceans Project 
www.capricorncetaceansproject.com

Queensland Department of Environment 
and Heritage Protection
www.ehp.qld.gov.au/wildlife

Taking care  
of cetaceans
• Never harass or chase whales 

with your boat. 

• Look after your fishing gear – 
don’t let hooks or fishing line fall 
overboard!

• Remember that all drains lead 
to the ocean – always put your 
rubbish in a bin and never pour 
chemicals down the drain.

• Learn and follow the rules for 
whale watching. Check out our 
humpback whale fact sheet on 
the website for more information!

SHOWING  CETACEANS  WE CARE
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