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Thfirtty specfies off cettaceans have so ffar been recorded 

ffrom  Srfi  Lankan  watters,  butt  one  off  tthese,  tthe  Indo-

Pacfific  Ffinless  Porpofise Neophocaena phocaenofides, 

Absttractt: Thfirtty  specfies  off  marfine  mammals  have  been  recorded 
ffrom  Srfi  Lanka.    Amongstt  tthem  tthe  Indo-Pacfific  Ffinless  Porpofise 
Neophocaena phocaenofides  fis  tthe  only  representtafive  off  tthe  ffamfily 
Phocoenfidae.  The only prevfious record ffrom Srfi Lanka was a specfimen 
caughtt  on  tthe  Wadge  Bank  by  a  Smfitthsonfian  Carangfid  Survey  tteam 
fin  1970.    Wadge  Bank  fis  westt  off  tthe  fisland  and  fis,  fin  ffactt,  fin  Indfian 
tterrfittorfial watters.  Here we presentt tthe firstt legfifimatte records off tthe 
Ffinless Porpofise ffrom Srfi Lanka, based on one sttrandfing and tthree lfive 
sfighfings.    Furtthermore,  tthe  occurrence  off  tthreattened  specfies  such 
as tthe Indo-Pacfific Ffinless Porpofise fin tthe watters off tthe Palk Bay and 
tthe Gulff off Mannar findficattes tthatt a cross boundary research finfifiafive 
bettween  Indfian  and  Srfi  Lankan  scfienfistts,  sfimulttaneously  ffocusfing 
on tthe conservafion off tthe specfies, fis essenfial.  We belfieve, tthrough 
such  an  finfifiafive,  a  more  holfisfic  approach  could  be  adoptted  when 
sttudyfing and conservfing tthe specfies, whfich could tthen be expanded tto 
encapsulatte many otther marfine specfies and ecosysttems. 

Keywords: Gulff off Mannar, Indo-Pacfific Ffinless Porpofise, Neophocaena 
phocaenofides, Srfi Lanka, Wadge Bank.

fis  dfisputted  because  tthe  record  fis  ffrom  Wadge  Bank, 

whfich  fis  tto  tthe  westt  off  tthe  fisland  and  fis,  fin  ffactt,  fin 

Indfian tterrfittorfial watters (Ffig. 1).  As a resultt, whfile fitt was 

expectted tto be presentt, tthe presence off tthe specfies was 

notted as ‘puttafive’ by Yapa & Rattnavfira (2013).

All Ffinless Porpofises were once regarded as belongfing 

tto a sfingle specfies Neophocaena phocaenofides.  Recentt 

analyses, however, have revealed sfignfificantt dfifferences 

bettween  tthe  nortthern  Chfina/soutthern  Japan/Korean 

penfinsula  fform  and  tthe  nortthern  Indfian  Ocean  tto 

Souttheastt  Asfia  and  soutthern  Chfina  fform;  accordfingly, 

tthe latter fform fis now known as tthe Indo-Pacfific Ffinless 

Porpofise N. phocaenofides,  whfile  tthe  fformer  has  been 

desfignatted  tthe  Narrow-rfidged  Ffinless  Porpofise N. 

asfiaeorfienttalfis (Jefferson & Wang 2011; Jefferson 2014).  

The  unobttrusfive  behavfiour  off  tthfis  small  cettacean  fis 

underlfined  by  tthe  lack  off  records  ffrom  Oman,  tthe 

Phfilfippfines and Srfi Lanka, all counttrfies tthatt are expectted 

tto hostt tthe specfies because tthey occur fin nearby watters 
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and have suitable habitats.
The specimen that has traditionally been considered 

to be the only Sri Lankan record was caught on Wadge 
Bank by a Smithsonian Carangid Survey team in 1970; 
it is presently preserved in alcohol at the Museum of 
Comparative Zoology at Harvard University (de Silva 
1987; Leatherwood & Reeves 1989; Ilangakoon 2002).  
We regard the same as a misallocation for Sri Lanka.  Since 
then there have been no reports on the species from Sri 
Lankan waters, either as a specimen record (i.e., carcass, 
strandings or incidental captures) or of a live sighting.  
As such, the present paper details the first substantiated 
record of the Indo-Pacific Finless Porpoise from Sri 
Lanka, which includes a beached stranded specimen and 
three observations of free-ranging animals in Palk Bay, 
northwestern Sri Lanka.

Materials and Methods
A systematic survey in the Gulf of Mannar and Palk 

Bay for Dugongs Dugong dugon and Indian Ocean 
Humpback Dolphins Sousa plumbea was carried out in 
March–April 2014.  We were on the lookout for Finless 
Porpoises as well, considering that the three species 
utilize much the same habitats as Sousa.  The surveys 
were conducted using a 6m fibreglass boat fitted with 15 
BHP outboard motor and the water was searched using 
Bushnell 7x50 H20 binoculars.

The track line of the survey was standard line 
transect and the surveys were carried out 50m from 
shore, however the actual distance depended upon safe 
water depth since there are many sand bars in the Palk 
Bay and Palk Strait.  The two observers searched on the 
port and starboard sides. 

Results and Discussion
Three pods of Indo-Pacific Finless Porpoises were 

encountered during the boat surveys, two in February 

2014 and one in March 2014 (Fig. 1).  The first sighting 
was made on 23 February 2014 at 07:12hr, at 9.14277778 
N & 79.64444444 E; the approximate water depth at the 
location was 8m.  A pod of 5–8 animals was detected 
through binoculars at an estimated distance of 400m; 
they were travelling in a westerly direction.  The pod 
appeared to contain individuals of uniform size.  The 
group was observed for about two minutes; they seemed 
shy of the boat and swam erratically out of sight. 

The second sighting was made at 06:45hr on 24 
February 2014 at 9.11222222 N 79.64611111 E.  It 
involved 7–8 animals at an estimated distance of 700m 
and a water depth of approximately 7m.  Once again 
the animals were travelling in a westerly direction.  This 
pod was observed for approximately 10 minutes and 
contained individuals of various size-classes.  Due to the 
poor weather conditions and the distance of the sighting, 
we could not secure photographs.  Furthermore, the 
inconspicuous surfacing behaviour of the swimming 
animals made them hard to observe as they moved 
away. 

The third sighting was on 17 March 2014 at 07:14hr 
at 9.17555556 N & 79.69583333 E.  The animals were 
observed at an estimated distance of 400–600 m, the 
average water depth being about 10m.  The group 
consisted of 6–8 individuals travelling in an easterly 
direction.  The encounter was brief, lasting approximately 
two minutes and the group could not be observed well, 
owing to rough seas (Beaufort 5). 

On 1 February 2014, a 120cm Indo-Pacific Finless 
Porpoise was washed ashore at Talaimannar at 
the western tip of Mannar Island (9.10750000 N & 
79.73194444 E; Image 1).  The specimen was measured 
and photographed.  The external measurements were 
as follows: snout to centre of eye 6cm, snout to flipper 
26.4cm, snout to umbilicus 68.4 cm, snout to genital slit 
82cm, fluke width was 27cm.  There were 18 teeth on 

Image 1. Indo-Pacific Finless 
Porpoise specimen stranded in 
Sri Lanka© Sandaruwan Abayaratne
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tthe each sfide off tthe upper jaw and 19 fin tthe lower jaw.  

The  anfimal  appeared  blackfish-grey  dorsally  wfitth  tthe 

tthroatt tto belly regfion befing grey wfitth a cream finge. 

The  occurrence  off N. phocaenofides  fin  tthe  Gulff  off 

Mannar and Palk Bay fis nott surprfisfing.  Habfittatts such as 

tthe shallow esttuarfies and bays fin tthe sttudy area are fideal 

ffor  tthe  specfies.    The  specfies  fis  also  presentt  along  tthe 

souttheastt coastt off Indfia justt 30km away (see Jefferson 

& Hung 2004).  The prevfious lack off scfienfific records fin 

Srfi Lanka may have been due tto tthe war tthatt prevafiled 

tthere  ffor  tthree  decades,  renderfing  tthe  nortthwesttern 

seas unavafilable ffor research.

Accordfing  tto  anecdottal  reportts  ffrom  fishermen 

we  finttervfiewed,  tthe  anfimals  preffer  shallow  watters 

and  groups  move  tto  and  ffrom  tthe  Indfian  sfide  off  Palk 

Bay.  Some fishermen reportted tthatt tthey had seen tthfis 

specfies  around  tthe  watters  off  tthe  offshore  fislands  off 

Adams Brfidge fin Srfi Lanka.  Furtther, tthe specfies regularly 

gott  enttangled  fin  gfillnetts  used  by  fishermen,  albefitt  fin 

small numbers. 

The Indo-Pacfific Ffinless Porpofise, altthough definfittely 

occurrfing fin Srfi Lankan watters, appears uncommon and 

pottenfially  att  rfisk.    The  area  off  porpofise  occurrence 

fis  also  tthe  mostt  heavfily-used  partt  off  tthe  bay  and  has 

tthe  hfighestt  volume  off  boatt  ttrafic.    Ffishfing  pressure  fis 

heavy and botth mulfi-hooks and gfillnetts are employed.  

Alarmfingly,  fillegal  dynamfitte  use  and  tthe  use  off  lefila 

netts tthatt enable bottom purse-sefine fishfing also occur 

fin  tthese areas, even fin  Srfi  Lankan watters.   In addfifion, 

tthere  fis  tthe  Setthusamudram  Shfippfing  Canal  Projectt 

Ffigure 1. Map depficfing tthe currentt and 
hfisttorfical records off Indo-Pacfific Ffinless 
Porpofises fin Srfi Lanka.



Journal of Threatened Taxa | www.threatenedtaxa.org | 26 December 2017 | 9(12): 11081–1108411084

Records of Indo-Pacific Finless Porpoise from Sri Lanka  Nanayakkara et al.

championed by politicians in Tamil Nadu, India, which 
proposes to link Palk Bay and the Gulf of Mannar by 
digging a 44.9 nautical mile long deepwater shipping 
channel.  If approved, the project could have devastating 
effects on the ecological balance of the entire strait 
between Sri Lanka and India, increasing water turbidity 
and destroying corals and seagrass beds.  The inevitable 
dumping of dredged material from the Palk Strait and 
the Gulf of Mannar into deeper waters would endanger 
those areas as well; these are havens for species such as 
Dugongs, Indian Ocean Humpback Dolphins, and Indo-
Pacific Finless Porpoises, all of which are species at risk 
(see Marsh 2008; Reeves et al. 2008; Wang & Reeves 
2012). 

The fact that the species and other endangered 
species of marine mammals are regularly encountered 
off the southern coast of India indicates that a cross 
boundary research initiative between Indian and Sri 
Lankan scientists, simultaneously focusing on the 
conservation of the species is essential.  We believe, 
through such an initiative, a more holistic approach 
could be adopted when studying and conserving the 
species, which could then be expanded to encapsulate 
many other marine species and ecosystems. 

Furthermore, we hope this paper will assist in 
the formulation of policies to conserve the marine 
biodiversity of the region and further direct surveys and 
community-based conservation action plans.
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