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Draft Management Program 
for managing interactions with humpback whales along the Ningaloo Coast 

Have your say 

Your comments are invited on this draft management program.   

Humpback whales are of local, national and international significance and there is extensive scientific and 
public interest in the species.  The population of humpback whales that uses the waters of Western Australia 
migrates annually from Antarctic feeding grounds to breeding grounds in State waters.  The draft 
management program has been prepared by the Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions 
(DBCA) in consultation with Gnulli joint management partners, operators and scientists. DBCA recognises 
that community support for the conservation of this species can be aided by a well-managed and sustainable 
tourism industry.   

Management of humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) occurs in accordance with the Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 2016 and the Conservation and Land Management Act 1984, and is underpinned by the 
principles of ecologically sustainable development and an adaptive management approach.  There are 
national and international instruments that also apply. 

The draft management program provides a framework for the management of humpback whales in the State 
waters within and surrounding Ningaloo Marine Park and the Muiron Islands Marine Management Area. It 
identifies objectives, desired outcomes and management actions for interactions with humpback whales, with 
a specific focus on in-water interactions. 

Objectives: 

▪ To improve the understanding of Western Australia’s humpback whales to inform management.  

▪ To promote public awareness, appreciation and conservation of humpback whales. 

▪ To facilitate activities that provide for safe and meaningful humpback whale interactions. 

▪ To mitigate pressures to Western Australia’s humpback whale population and its individuals. 

In-water humpback whale interactions in Ningaloo Marine Park (State waters) and Muiron Islands 
Marine Management Area 

A particular focus of the management program is in-water interactions by licensed commercial operators.  In-
water interactions have occurred under a trial in Ningaloo Marine Park (State waters) and Muiron Islands 
Marine Management Area with licensed operators. The activity was assessed and monitored under the trial 
from 2016 to 2019 and the data and learnings from it have provided a sound foundation for the management 
program. The trial will continue in 2020 until licences are allocated through a competitive process for the 
activity to continue as a licensed industry on an ongoing basis. It is intended that the licensed industry will 
commence from the 2021 season.  

In-water interactions with humpback whales will be managed in accordance with this management program 
and will be underpinned by four principles: 

1. minimise and manage impacts to humpback whales, particularly on mothers and vulnerable calves; 
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2. minimise and manage risks to swimmers engaging in in-water humpback whale interactions; 

3. contribute to the establishment of a sustainable and viable in-water humpback whale interaction 
industry; and 

4. ensure informed decision-making about the in-water humpback whale activity is underpinned by 
research and monitoring. 

The key arrangements proposed by the program are as follows.  

▪ Number of licences: Comment is sought on the number of licences to be offered for in-water 
humpback whale interactions. From consultation during the development of this draft, consideration 
is being given to offering fewer licences, for example, two licences to operate out of  Coral Bay and 
five to operate out of Tantabiddi or Exmouth Marina.  

▪ Issuing of licences: Licences will be released through a competitive expression of interest process 
in 2020 and are proposed to be granted for a five-year duration with two five-year options to renew 
pending performance assessment. 

▪ Licence conditions: Licensed commercial operators are required to comply with conditions 
stipulated in their licence that outline how in-water interactions are to be undertaken. The proposed 
licence conditions stipulate the following parameters: 

o Swimmer group size is limited to nine persons (seven passengers and two crew members) 
in order to manage safety of swimmers in the water. 

o Mother and Calf Protection Zone is in place to protect mother and calf groups and requires 
the use of a spotter aircraft to confirm the absence of small calves (less than half the size of 
other whales) prior to an interaction occurring in this area. 

o The interaction protocols must be displayed and specify various rules for the vessel and for 
the swimmers during in-water interaction activities. No changes to the existing interaction 
protocols are proposed. 

o An Electronic Monitoring System is to be fitted onto approved in-water interaction vessels 
and records data crucial to DBCA’s management of humpback whales and in-water interaction 
activities. 

o A time limit of 60 minutes spent with any whale or pod is in place. Operators may engage in 
leap-frogging activities as long as other licence conditions are met and the cumulative time 
spent is no more than 60 minutes. 

o Multiple groups are permitted in the water with resting whales, providing only one group is 
within 30 metres of a whale. 

o Season dates have previously been set by licence conditions but it is proposed not to 
prescribe season dates as the activity transitions to a licensed industry. 

Your input to the draft vision, objectives, strategies and actions will help inform the management of humpback 
whales.  The Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions would welcome your feedback. 
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