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Purpose 
 
Maui’s dolphins are among the smallest and rarest marine dolphins in the world and are 
endemic to New Zealand. The main human-induced threat to these dolphins is from net 
fishing, predominantly gillnets (set nets and drift nets) and inshore trawling, but also 
includes boat-strike, seismic activities from oil, gas and mineral exploration, coastal 
development, inappropriate tourism, and pollution. The Department of Conservation (DOC) 
are seeking views on the Minister’s intention to vary the West Coast North Island Marine 
Mammal Sanctuary to prohibit commercial and recreational set net fishing between two and 
seven nautical miles offshore between Pariokariwa Point and the Waiwhakaiho River, 
Taranaki.  
 
This document provides WWF-New Zealand’s submission on the consultation paper 
containing the proposed variation to the West Coast North Island Marine Mammal 
Sanctuary. 
 

WWF-New Zealand 
 
WWF-New Zealand (WWF) is part of a global network, using a science-based approach to 
encourage Government, business and communities to conserve and manage our environment 
more sustainably. WWF's mission is to stop the degradation of the planet's natural 
environment and to build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature, by:  

� Conserving the world's biological diversity;  

� Ensuring that the use of renewable natural resources is sustainable;  

� Promoting the reduction of pollution and wasteful consumption.  
 

Background 
 
Maui’s dolphins, a subspecies of Hector’s dolphins, are classified as “critically endangered” 
by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)1.  It is estimated that the 
historical population size of Maui’s dolphins is likely to have been around 1500 individuals, 
and may have been considerably higher2. Since the introduction of monofilament nylon nets 
in the early 1970s, Maui’s and Hector’s dolphin numbers have drastically declined. The latest 
abundance estimate released by DOC and Auckland University indicates that only 55 
individuals over the age of 1 year remain as of 2011 (95% confidence interval range of 48-
69)3. Similarly, Hector’s dolphins have experienced a significant decline (over 70%) from an 
estimated 24,000-29,000 individuals to just over 7,000 today4, and are classified as 
“endangered” by the IUCN. 
 
Their extinction would earn New Zealand the dubious honour of achieving the first recorded 
disappearance of a marine cetacean (dolphin, whale, or porpoise) caused by human actions 
since the 1800s5. Needless to say this is not a legacy WWF or our supporters wish to leave.  
 

                                                
1 http://www.iucnredlist.org/ 
2 Dr Bruce Robertson, Otago University – pers. Comm 
3 Hamner, R.M.; Oremus, M.; Stanley, M.; Brown, P.; Constantine, R.; Baker, C.S. 2012: Estimating 
the abundance and effective population size of Maui’s dolphins using microsatellite genotypes in 
2010–11, with retrospective matching to 2001–07. Department of Conservation, Auckland. 44 p. 
4 Slooten and Davies 2011. Hector’s dolphin risk assessments: old and new analyses show consistent 
results. Journal Of The Royal Society Of New Zealand 42: 49-60. 
5 The other was China’s Baiji or Yangtze River dolphin, a freshwater species. 



 

Gillnet and trawl fishing were identified by experts in the Government’s 2012 risk assessment 
report6 as the most significant human-induced threats to Maui’s dolphins, responsible for 
95.5% of the mortalities, while all other non-fishing-related threats combined account for 
4.5% of the mortalities.  Both fishing methods overlap with Maui’s dolphins as protection 
measures do not currently extend across their entire known range. Experts estimate over 5 
Maui’s dolphins are killed each year, which is 75.5 times the level they can sustain. The 
experts also predict that unless the interaction between these fisheries and the dolphins is 
completely removed, the population is 95.7% likely to continue declining over the next 5 
years, at an estimated rate of -7.6% per annum. The consequences of such a decline for such a 
depressed population would be dire. 
 
In January 2012, a Maui’s7 dolphin was reported caught by a set net near Cape Egmont, in 
Taranaki. In response to this, the Government consulted with stakeholders on a limited set of 
proposed extensions to current protection measures and an interim set net restriction was 
implemented by the Minister for Primary Industries, David Carter, in the area south of 
Pariokariwa Point to Hawera from 0-2 nautical miles (nm) with observers required on board 
between 2-7 nm. The TMP review process was initiated, and a subsequent consultation paper 
containing additional proposed options for protection was published in September 2012. The 
submission period closed on 12 November 2012, however the Minister of Conservation and 
Minister for Primary Industries have yet to finalise their decisions.  
 
The Minister of Conservation will now consider the new proposal, to vary the West Coast 
North Island Marine Mammal Sanctuary, within the wider context of the TMP review but 
over and above the previous TMP options. 

 

Summary 
 
WWF supports (in full) and believes that the proposed variation to the West Coast North 
Island Marine Mammal Sanctuary is a step in the right direction. However, the best scientific 
evidence indicates  that this proposed protection in addition to the previously consulted on 
TMP options remain an inadequate package to prevent the extinction of Maui’s dolphins. 
 
WWF has consistently advised and once more submits that the Government  should take a 
precautionary approach and: 

� Extend the boundary of the set net closure along the coast from Maunganui Bluff to the 
Wanganui river mouth, into all harbours found in between (including Manukau, Kaipara, 
Raglan, Kawhia, and Aotea) and offshore to 100 m water depth. Should set netting be 
permitted within 100 m depth, require all vessels to carry independent observers to 
ensure no incidents of bycatch go unreported. 

� Extend the boundary of the inshore trawling restriction from Maunganui Bluff to the 
Wanganui river mouth and offshore to 100 m water depth. Should trawling be permitted 
within 100 m depth, require all vessels to carry independent observers to ensure no 
incidents of bycatch go unreported. 

� Extend the boundary of the West Coast North Island (WCNI) Marine Mammal Sanctuary 
(MMS), including the mineral mining exclusion zone, from Maunganui Bluff to Wanganui 
river mouth and into all harbours in between (including Manukau, Kaipara, Raglan, 
Kawhia, and Aotea) and offshore to 100 m water depth.  

� Place a moratorium on all mining activity including seismic surveys within the entire 
WCNI MMS until the risk from these activities can be adequately assessed. If mining or 

                                                
6 Currey, R.J.C.; Boren, L.J.; Sharp, B.R. Peterson, D. 2012: A risk assessment of threats to Maui’s 
dolphins. Ministry for Primary Industries and Department of Conservation, Wellington. 51 p. 
7 Reported by the then Ministry for Agriculture and Forestry (MAF) as likely to be a Maui’s. 



 

seismic activity is to continue, adopt newer, more stringent guidelines as mandatory (i.e. 
regulated) practice within the sanctuary. 

� Extend protection to include the marine corridor between Farewell Spit and the existing 
protected area to allow connectivity between Maui’s and Hector’s dolphin populations. 

� Provide a clear objective analysis detailing the socio-economic costs versus benefits of 
protection to the New Zealand economy. 

� Support affected fisherman in a transition to alternative (dolphin-friendly) methods of 
fishing. 

� Develop a national research strategy for Maui's and Hector's dolphins with an annual 
planning and review process as well as a clear plan of action for the species recovery, 
including population targets, achievable management goals, and clear, time-bound 
actions for both Hector’s and Maui’s dolphins in consultation with stakeholders. 

 

Comments on the proposal 
 

The greatest cause of human-induced mortality identified within the risk assessment report is 
fishing with gillnets and trawling. The 100 m depth contour, as the established offshore 
boundary for Hector’s dolphins, should be considered the best proxy for Maui’s distribution. 
Since approximately 95% of the DNA results north of Hawera have confirmed as Maui’s, 
there is sufficient evidence of Maui’s dolphin presence (ie. research and validated public 
sightings) beyond current sanctuary boundaries and fishing restrictions  (eg. south of 
Pariokariwa Point and past 7 nm) to warrant  an urgent  and comprehensive adjustment to 
protection.   
 
Maui’s dolphins are also susceptible to human-induced threats such as boat strike,  oil, gas, 
and mineral mining activities (including seismic surveying), coastal development, pollution, 
marine tourism, and climate change. Non-fishing human-induced mortality needs to be 
mitigated as well as fishing related mortality. Oil, gas and mining activities, including seismic 
surveys, should not be permitted within the habitat of a critically endangered endemic 
dolphin.  It is imperative that human-induced mortality be zero. 
 

1. Commercial and Amateur Set Netting (coastal and harbours) 
 

WWF position 
 
Although WWF supports the proposed extension of the set net ban in Maui’s dolphin 
habitat, we believe protection remains inadequate to halt the decline of this critically 
endangered species. 

 
WWF acknowledges the significant increase in protection imposed in 2008 and further 
extended in 2010 (post-judicial review), but notes it will do little to protect dolphins who 
travel outside the boundaries of this limited area. For Maui’s dolphins to survive, they need 
complete protection across their entire range, agreed by experts to be from Maunganui Bluff 
to the mouth of the Wanganui river. With only an estimated 48-69 individuals left (95% CI), 
there is no room for error. The most recent Potential Biological Removal (PBR) analysis 
estimates the population can sustain 1 human-induced mortality every 10 to 23 years without 
impacting on the ability of the population to rebuild to its optimum sustainable population 
size.  
 
The risk of a single Maui’s dolphin ranging outside of the current protected area and into a 
net once in 10-23 years is very high. This is supported by Figure 7 in the consultation paper, 
which shows the significant residual interaction of Maui’s dolphin distribution with all set net 



 

effort between 2008 and 2011. Furthermore, the risk assessment experts estimated a 88.9% 
likelihood of PBR being exceeded due to commercial set netting.  
 
Because observer coverage has been too low (<1%) and under-reporting of bycatch is 
considered problematic, there has been little reliable information on the numbers of the 
dolphins killed in set net fisheries to date. Information available on recreational set netting is 
even sparser yet is allowed to continue despite the existence of other methods (eg. line fishing 
and drag netting) that can be used to provide equal levels of food and leisure. Independent 
observers and/or electronic surveillance should be utilized on commercial vessels operating 
around the South Island to observe and estimate incidents of bycatch within the remaining 
unprotected Hector’s dolphin habitat while their portion of the TMP is under review. 
Unfortunately, the opportunity to collect this robust evidence for Maui’s dolphins has passed, 
as they are now too rare to risk losing anymore to fishing nets. Maui’s require complete 
protection to survive, but should fishing vessels be allowed to operate in any part of their 
natural habitat, then 100% observer coverage is necessary.  
 
As revealed in the recent biopsy survey work by Hamner et al. 2012, these dolphins are 
capable of travelling considerable distances (e.g. 79km alongshore) in short periods of time. 
Continued scientific research has also strengthened evidence that Taranaki and the harbours 
are part of the Maui’s dolphin range8. Given the piecemeal approach to protection, these 
dolphins are at risk and can easily encounter nets in unprotected areas. The protected area 
boundaries should, at a minimum, extend sufficiently beyond the furthest reliable sighting, 
and indeed should cover the region identified by experts as critical habitat, to be effective. 
Ad-hoc exemptions and insufficient protection measures have resulted in several known 
dolphin deaths (e.g. Two Hector’s dolphin deaths within the Kaikoura exemption zone in 
2009, and a Maui’s dolphin off the coast of Taranaki in 2012).  
 
The map supplied in the consultation paper (Appendix 6) lists verified Maui’s dolphins 
sightings (both public and research) from inside harbours, beyond 7 nm (8.20-10.30 nm), 
and south of Pariokariwa Point. In particular, there is a cluster of four  research sightings 
beyond 7nm just outside Manukau Harbour, and one category-1 public sighting beyond 12nm 
which have seemingly been ignored in this proposal. To date, these records have been 
disregarded as being uncertain, out-dated, and/or disproportionally undervalued compared 
to DNA-confirmed sightings, until a preventable death occurs which forces a reactive and 
belated response from the Government. This approach has been shown ineffective at 
managing these critically endangered dolphins for their long-term viability and cannot 
continue if the Maui’s population is to recover throughout its natural range. Instead, a 
precautionary approach should be adopted, whereby the 100 m depth contour is used as the 
best proxy to predict offshore Maui’s distribution and to safeguard habitat for recovery.  
 
 

� WWF submission 

Extend the boundary of the set net closure along the coast from Maunganui Bluff to 
the Wanganui river mouth, into all harbours found in between (including Manukau, 
Kaipara, Raglan, Kawhia, and Aotea) and offshore to 100 m water depth. Should set 
netting be permitted within 100 m depth, require all vessels to carry independent 
observers to ensure no incidents of bycatch go unreported. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
8 Raymont et al. 2011 



 

2. Commercial Trawling 
 

WWF position 
 

We are greatly concerned that additional trawling restrictions have been overlooked, as 
this method of fishing is considered one of the two major threats (responsible for 95% of 
the human-induced mortality) to these dolphins. Thus, WWF believe this proposal 
remains inadequate to halt the decline of this critically endangered species.  

 
The Government's newly proposed conservation measures again fall significantly short of the 
recommendations made by the International Whaling Commission (IWC) Scientific 
Committee9 and the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) World 
Conservation Congress10, and fail to adequately protect these critically endangered dolphins 
from commercial and recreational set net fishing and trawling throughout their entire range. 
Given New Zealand’s long-standing championing of cetacean conservation, the lack of urgent 
Government action to eliminate all fishing bycatch, identified as the primary human threat to 
Hector’s and Maui’s, has been widely criticised by the international cetacean conservation 
community. 
 
Hamner et al. 2012 estimates that the Maui’s dolphin population may be declining at a rate of 
3% per year (in the last decade), meaning that approximately 20 individuals could have been 
lost between 2001-2011. Trawling is a known key threat to Maui’s dolphins, with a 88.7% 
likelihood of exceeding PBR, yet the portion of Maui’s habitat which has been protected from 
trawling since 2008 has focused only on their core alongshore range.  Figure 8 in the risk 
assessment report reveals that Maui's are exposed to a considerable level of risk between the 
boundary of the existing trawl fishery closure and 7 nm, particularly in the core region of 
distribution (Raglan harbour to Kaipara harbour). Similarly, the map supplied in the 
consultation paper (Appendix 6) indicates clusters of reliable sightings (both research and 
public) beyond the 2 and 4nm trawl-restricted areas, including along their core range and 
beyond Pariokariwa point. 
 
There is very little reliable information on the numbers of the dolphins killed in trawl 
fisheries. Historically, observer coverage has been too low (<1%), leading to only a handful of 
witnessed Hector's dolphin incidences and none recorded for Maui's. The Government 
should not rely on the voluntary reporting by fishermen where there are significant 
disincentives (e.g. further restrictions). Independent observers and/or electronic surveillance 
should have been placed on commercial trawling vessels to observe all incidents of bycatch 
within the known range of Maui’s dolphins several decades ago. This information would have 
been essential to adequately assess whether existing protection measures were suitable and 
effective, making the current decision for management a lot easier. Now that the Maui's 
numbers are so precariously low, there is no choice but to fully protect them from all fishing-
related threats, including trawling, across their entire range.  
 
 

� WWF submission 

Extend the boundary of the inshore trawling restriction from Maunganui Bluff to the 
Wanganui river mouth and offshore to 100 m water depth. Should trawling be 
permitted within 100 m depth, require all vessels to carry independent observers to 
ensure no incidents of bycatch go unreported. 

 
 

                                                
9 IWC/64  page 81, and IWC/65a  page 65 - Report of the Scientific Committee available at: 
http://iwc.int/cache/downloads/1lwj9m9sehus40kswskggk8cw/2013%20IWC%20SC%20report.pdf 
10 http://portals.iucn.org/docs/2012congress/motions/en/M-035-2012-EN-CG.pdf 



 

3. Other threats 
 

WWF position 
 

WWF believes that this proposal should include restriction of  mining activities including 
seismic surveying, otherwise it remains inadequate to halt the extinction of this species.  

 
Mining activities, including seismic surveying are currently being conducted within the 
dolphin’s habitat with relatively minor restrictions. Mineral mining, which is excluded only 2 
nm and 4 nm from the coast, has the potential to cause increases in acoustic and particulate 
pollution, benthic disturbance, and vessel traffic11. Acoustic noise in the marine environment 
(caused by anthropogenic sources such as seismic activity) is also a potential stressor to 
cetaceans which can cause negative physical and physiological effects, disturbances in 
behaviour, reduced foraging success, compromised heath, and decreased well-being12. These 
combined activities are likely to have significantly detrimental effects on Maui’s dolphins, 
both directly and indirectly, and the current WCNI MMS does not go far enough to mitigate 
or prevent these impacts. 
 
The risk assessment report estimates a 61.3% likelihood of PBR being exceeded due to 
mining and oil activities. The approach to date has been shown ineffective at managing these 
critically endangered dolphins for their long-term viability and cannot continue if the Maui’s 
population is to recover throughout its natural range. Instead, a precautionary approach 
should be adopted, whereby the 100 m depth contour is used as the best proxy to predict 
offshore Maui’s distribution and to safeguard habitat for recovery by restricting all mining 
(mineral and petroleum) activities within the sanctuary boundaries. 
 
The 2012 Code of Conduct for Minimising Disturbance to Marine Mammals from Seismic 
Survey Operations came into effect in waters around New Zealand on 1 August 2012 as an 
interim measure, which will be undergo a 3 year performance review prior to the 
consideration of mandatory regulations. Preliminary feedback indicates that “The Code is 
now the most comprehensive framework available for protecting marine mammals from the 
potential impact of seismic survey operations” and has been “endorsed as industry best 
practice in New Zealand by PEPANZ” 13. WWF encourages the use of this new Code of 
Conduct within the WCNI sanctuary, if seismic surveying is to continue. 
 

� WWF submission 

Extend the boundary of the West Coast North Island (WCNI) Marine Mammal 
Sanctuary (MMS), including the mineral mining exclusion zone, from Maunganui 
Bluff to Wanganui river mouth and into all harbours in between (including Manukau, 
Kaipara, Raglan, Kawhia, and Aotea) and offshore to 100 m water depth. 

Place a moratorium on all mining activity including seismic surveys within the entire 
WCNI MMS until the risk from these activities can be adequately assessed. If mining 
or seismic activity is to continue, adopt newer, more stringent guidelines as 
mandatory (i.e. regulated) practice within the sanctuary. 

 

 

                                                
11 Thompson 2012. Maui’s And Mining: A Review Of Marine Mineral Mining Activity On The West 
Coast Of New Zealand And Its Potential Impacts. Unpublished report prepared for Auckland 
Conservancy, Department of Conservation. 43 p.. 
12 Gordon et al. 2003. A review of the effects of seismic surveys on marine mammals. Marine 
Technology Society Journal 37: 16-34. 
13 DOC summary of key features document: Code of Conduct for Minimising Disturbance to Marine 
Mammals from Seismic Survey Operations, unpublished and undated. 



 

Comments on Additional Issues for Improved Protection of Maui’s Dolphins 
 
Based on the latest biopsy data, there is now evidence that Hector’s dolphins travel north to 
coexist with Maui’s, and this replenishment of individuals could help prevent the extinction 
of Maui’s dolphins. Scientists suggest the most likely areas for these southern animals to 
travel from are the top of the South Island. Currently the zone between the southern North 
Island and northern South Island is entirely unprotected – the dolphins passing through it 
face a higher risk of capture than they do elsewhere. This lack of protection exacerbates 
population fragmentation and the isolation of the North Island population, and makes the 
survival and replenishment of the Maui’s dolphin population much less likely. The 
Government needs to extend protection to include the marine corridor between Farewell Spit 
and the existing protected area to allow connectivity between Maui’s and Hector’s dolphin 
populations. 
 
The Government should provide a clear objective analysis detailing the socio-economic costs 
versus benefits of protection to the New Zealand economy, including the marine mammal 
tourism industry and our “Clean-Green” brand. The current analysis is limited to losses that 
the fishing industry might face and does not consider other losses, such as to natural capital 
or the tourism industry associated with the decline or possible extinction of these dolphins. 
The analysis does not consider other benefits in the set net ban such as the reduction in 
indiscriminate captures of target and non-target fish as well as the reduced bycatch of 
seabirds.  It does not account for the ability of the fishermen to shift to different, more 
sustainable gear and continue fishing within the boundaries of the proposed set net closure 
boundaries in the long term. 
 
Most importantly, we encourage the Governmental, in collaboration with industry, to support 
fisherman willing to transition to alternative dolphin-friendly methods of fishing. New 
promising technologies, such as Precision Seafood Harvesting and adapted longline gear 
(waiting to be trialled), have recently been developed. Unselective and destructive fishing 
methods do not belong in New Zealand waters, particularly if we want to be considered as 
leaders in sustainable fisheries on the international stage.  
 
Finally, WWF encourages a national research strategy for Maui's and Hector's dolphins with 
an annual planning and review process. Despite being some of the best studied cetaceans in 
the world, new research priorities and gaps have emerged (eg. Toxoplasmosis gondii) which 
warrant further investigation. It is also advisable for the Government to develop a clear plan 
of action for the species recovery, including population targets, achievable management 
goals, and clear, time-bound actions for both Hector’s and Maui’s dolphins in consultation 
with stakeholders. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
While the task to achieve the recovery of Maui’s dolphins is now more difficult with the lower 
population estimate recently reported, we believe it is achievable14. The main human threat, 
fishing with nets, is manageable – especially in the areas where the dolphins are currently 
found. Other threats (such as mining, boat strike, and pollution) also need to be seriously 
addressed and research needs to be properly targeted.  
 
To reduce the risk of extinction, numbers of Maui’s dolphins need to be increased quickly by 
reducing all human impacts as far as possible. The protection measures introduced in 2003, 

                                                
14 Evidence from Hamner et al. 2012 suggests that while the population size is low, there is a chance 
that Maui’s dolphins could recover should human-induced mortality be sufficiently mitigated. This is 
based on three results: level of genetic diversity maintained, sex ratio is near even but slightly biased to 
females, and the presence of 2 females Hector’s with the Maui’s range. 



 

and improved in 2008, have almost certainly reduced the number of Maui’s killed, but 
unsustainable dolphin mortalities continue. It is essential to not only ensure protection in the 
current core habitat, but also its historic range in order to allow population recovery and re-
expansion. A lack of recent confirmed sightings in such areas should not prevent 
implementation of pre-emptive protection measures. 
 
WWF supports the West Coast North Island Marine Mammal Sanctuary variation proposed 
by DOC to increase protection from set netting, but we consider that it does not go far 
enough.  We submit that the boundary of the set net and trawling restrictions and WCNI 
MMS is extended south to the Wanganui river mouth (including all harbours) and out to 100 
m water depth.  WWF also submits that all mining and seismic surveys are suspended within 
the entire Sanctuary until the impacts from these activities are adequately assessed.  We urge 
the Government to develop a clear plan of action for the recovery of Maui’s dolphins. If New 
Zealand is to ensure a future for Maui’s dolphins, the Government must take decisive and 
urgent action to eliminate all human-induced threats. 
 
Thank you for considering the matters raised in this submission. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Milena Palka 
Marine Advocate 
WWF-New Zealand 

 
 


