MARINE BIODIVERSITY SERIES: EAST AFRICA

Dolphins of Somali Waters

Species Diversity, Ecological Significance, and Conservation Challenges

I 1. Introduction

The Federal Republic of Somalia possesses the longest coastline on
mainland Africa, extending over 3,300 kilometers. These waters, spanning
the Gulf of Aden and the Western Indian Ocean, constitute one of the most
dynamic marine environments globally. Influenced by the intense seasonal
upwelling of the Somali Current, these ecosystems support a high level of
primary productivity that sustains a rich array of marine megafauna, most

notably dolphins (Delphinidae).

Despite their ecological importance, cetacean research in the region has
been historically limited due to socio-political challenges and lack of
technical infrastructure. Consequently, much of our understanding of
Somali dolphin populations is derived from regional distribution models,
opportunistic sightings, and studies in neighboring Kenyan or Omani
waters. This report synthesizes available information to provide a

professional overview of the taxa likely to inhabit these strategic waters.

I 2. Taxonomic Overview: Key Species

Based on habitat suitability and regional occurrence records, the following
species are considered the primary constituents of the Somali dolphin

fauna:



Scientific

Species Primary Habitat
Name

Indo-Pacific Bottlenose Tursiops Coastal, reef-associated, and shallow

Dolphin aduncus shelf waters.

Spinner Dolphin Stenella Offshore pelagic zones; often
longirostris associated with island slopes.

Indian Ocean Sousa plumbea Nearshore specialist; estuaries and

Humpback Dolphin shallow bays.

Common Bottlenose Tursiops Cosmopolitan; primarily offshore and

Dolphin truncatus deep shelf waters.

Pantropical Spotted Stenella Tropical oceanic waters; often

Dolphin attenuata associated with tuna schools.

Indo-Pacific Bottlenose Dolphin (Tursiops aduncus)

Commonly observed in the shallow coastal waters of southern Somalia, this
species is smaller and more slender than its cosmopolitan relative, T.
truncatus. They are typically found in pods of 10 to 30 individuals,
frequenting coral reef fringes and seagrass meadows where they forage for

demersal fish and cephalopods.

Indian Ocean Humpback Dolphin (Sousa plumbea)

Identified by the characteristic fatty hump on the dorsal fin, this species is a
"coastal specialist." Its preference for shallow waters (often less than 20
meters deep) makes it highly susceptible to human activities. In Somalia,
they are most likely concentrated near the Jubba and Shabelle river

mouths and the mangrove-heavy southern coast.

Ecological Fact: The Somali Current upwelling during the Southwest Monsoon

creates a nutrient "bloom" that attracts massive schools of small pelagic fish,



making the offshore waters a critical feeding ground for highly active species like

the Spinner Dolphin.

I 3. Ecological Role & Feeding Dynamics

Dolphins play a pivotal role as apex or mesopredators in the Somali marine
food web. Their foraging activities help maintain the balance of fish
populations, preventing any single species from dominating the

ecosystem.

- Prey Regulation: By targeting weak or aged individuals in fish schools,

dolphins contribute to the overall health of fish stocks.

- Ecosystem Connectivity: Species that move between offshore waters
and coastal reefs transport nutrients across ecological boundaries

through excretion.

- Indicator Species: Changes in dolphin distribution or abundance often
serve as an early warning for shifts in ocean temperature or declining

fisheries productivity.

I 4. Critical Threats and Conservation Gaps

The long-term survival of dolphins in Somali waters is challenged by several
anthropogenic factors. Without a robust regulatory framework, these

stocks remain vulnerable.

4.1 Fisheries Interactions (Bycatch)

The use of drift gillnets in both artisanal and illegal, unreported, and
unregulated (IlUU) fishing is the leading cause of cetacean mortality.
Dolphins become entangled in gear meant for tuna or sharks, leading to

drowning.



4.2 Habitat Loss & Pollution

Coastal development in urban centers like Mogadishu and Kismayo,
combined with untreated effluent and plastic pollution, threatens the

sensitive inshore habitats of the Humpback and Bottlenose dolphins.

4.3 The "Information Gap"

The most significant barrier to conservation is the lack of baseline data.
Without systematic surveys, it is impossible to designate Marine Protected

Areas (MPAs) that effectively cover "hotspots" for breeding or foraging.

I 5. Conclusion

Somalia’s dolphins are a natural heritage asset of immense ecological and
potential economic value. Transitioning from "understudied" to "actively
managed" status will require international collaboration, investment in
local marine biology capacity, and a commitment to sustainable blue
economy practices. Safeguarding these charismatic mammals is not just a
matter of biodiversity preservation—it is a vital step in ensuring the long-

term resilience of the Somali marine ecosystem.
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