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 This paper is formatted as a pamphlet of information provide by the WWF to a 

teacher in a new Irrawaddy Dolphin Protection Outreach Program in Cambodia.  

Although the WWF has similar programs in Cambodia working with the preservation of 

the Irrawaddy Dolphins, this specific program has been invented for the purposes of this 

paper.  The program is designed to facilitate education of rural fishermen, farmers, and 

dolphin-watching tour leaders along the banks of the Mekong River.  The key principal in 

this strategy of education is that educated local Cambodians are the ones to teach the 

lessons to the villagers.  This strategy is designed to promote the spread of education 

regarding environmental issues among Cambodians by setting the precedent that 

Cambodians can and do take charge regarding the issues faced by their country, and that 

they themselves must be the ones to initiate and achieve change. 
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Notes to the Instructor   
 

Program goals 

 This program is designed to promote awareness about the future of the Irrawaddy 

Dolphins among the inhabitants of Cambodia’s rural fishing villages.  Through education 

that focuses on changes to be enacted in the villager’s daily lives that do not detract from 

current sources of income or subsistence, this program seeks to create practices that will 

be perpetuated in future generations and spread to other villages.  Or khune churan heouy 

ning somnang lo-arh!  (Thank you very much and good luck!) 

 

Biology of the Irrawaddy Dolphin 

 The Irrawaddy River Dolphin, Orcaella brevirostris, known as trey psaut in the 

Cambodian language of Khmer, is a small, freshwater dolphin found in Indonesia, the 

Philippians, Myanmar, India, Thailand, and the Mekong delta of Laos, Vietnam, and 

Cambodia.  The Irrawaddy Dolphin is characterized by a short beak, bulging head, broad, 

triangular pectoral fins, and a small dorsal fin set far along the back.  The skin of the 

dolphins varies from slate-blue to slate-grey with a lighter undersidei.   

 The Irrawaddy Dolphin is found in shallow tropical waters, usually estuaries. The 

entire species is endangered; however, numbers within subpopulations that live strictly in 

freshwater, such as the Cambodian dolphins of the Mekong River, are the lowest.  

Freshwater-dwelling populations tend to favor deep pools and mangrove forestsii.  The 

diet of the Irrawaddy Dolphins consists mainly of crustaceans and boney fish, particularly 

catfish and carp, as well as various species of small fishiii.  Solitary individuals are rarely 

seen.  Groups of dolphins usually range in number from two to ten.  Although not much 



definitive information is known regarding their social structures, it is probable that the 

Irrawaddy Dolphin has a complex social network with in groupsiv.   

 The oldest recorded Irrawaddy Dolphins, all of which were found dead in fishing 

nets, were twenty eight years old.  As several individuals of this age have been found, all 

entangled in nets, (likely indicating a premature death,) it is believed that the Irrawaddy 

Dolphin can live into its thirties.  Due to small population size and subsequent difficulty 

in tracking the species, no further information is known regarding the dolphins’ average 

lifespan.  The Irrawaddy Dolphin reaches adult length between the ages of three and five 

years.  This rapid growth-rate is believed to correspond with an equally rapid attainment 

of sexual maturityv. 

 

A declining population 

 All estimates regarding the numbers of Irrawaddy Dolphins are tentative.  Their 

environment, murky lake, river, and estuary waters, and wide range of territory make 

them difficult to count.  Their sensitivity to interference removes the option of tagging.  

Until 2005, the Irrawaddy Dolphin was believed to be found in South and Southeast Asia, 

and Australia.  The total population, including data from both continents, was estimated 

at two thousand individuals.  In 2005, biologist Isabel Beasley identified the Australian 

population of dolphins as belonging to a separate species:  that of the previously 

unidentified snubfin dolphin.  As the Australian population of snubfin dolphins consists 

of around one thousand individuals, their identification as a separate species reduced the 

number of Irrawaddy Dolphins by halfvi.  Current estimates regarding the numbers of 

Irrawaddy Dolphins in Cambodia’s portion the Mekong River range from sixty sevenvii to 

one hundredviii.   



 The decline of the Irrawaddy Dolphin population in Cambodia began in 1975 with 

the onset of the Khmer Rouge.  Before the Khmer Rouge, estimates of the population of 

Irrawaddy Dolphins in Cambodia averaged around one thousand.  By 1979, at the end of 

the Khmer Rouge, the dolphin population was estimated to have fallen below one 

hundred.  During the four years of the Khmer Rouge, Khmer Rouge soldiers decimated 

the dolphin population, shooting them for target practice and ruthlessly hunting them for 

their oil, which was used to grease weapons and as fuel to run motor boats.  Apart from 

the reduction of the population to roughly seven percent of its pre-1975 size, the Khmer 

Rouge drastically diminished the range of the dolphins.  Before the Khmer Rouge, 

Irrawaddy Dolphins were known to live not only in the Mekong River, but also in 

Cambodia’s other major water system:  the Tonle Sap River and Tonle Sap Lake.  Since 

the Khmer Rouge, no Irrawaddy Dolphins have been seen in Cambodia outside the 

Mekong Riverix.   

 Today, Cambodia’s Irrawaddy Dolphin population continues to struggle against 

extinction.  Since the Khmer Rouge, the number of dolphins has made no recovery due to 

problems created by the fishing practices employed along the Mekong River, the high 

levels of toxins present in the water because of pesticide use, habitat destruction from 

gold mining, live capture for use in shows, and the increasing number of dolphin-

watching tourist boatsx. 

 Dolphin-watching tourist boats pose a great threat to the Irrawaddy Dolphins of 

Cambodia.  The drivers of these boats frequently attempt to come far too close to the 

dolphins, hoping for larger tips from their passengers.  This often results in the boat 

literally chasing a group of dolphins, causing great stress to the animals and occasional 



death when a boat strikes a dolphin.  No regulations currently exist for the management 

of these dolphin-watching toursxi. 

 Another crucial problem facing Cambodia’s Irrawaddy Dolphin population is the 

threat of live capture.  Thailand in particular is guilty of taking dolphins from the Mekong 

River for use in shows and aquariums.  At least eight recorded cases of live capture of 

dolphins in Cambodia reveal Cambodian villagers to have performed the actual capture 

of the animal.  In these instances, the Cambodians involved were paid for their services 

by Thais who had requested the captures in order to sell the dolphins to aquariumsxii. 

 Despite its high mortality rate during capture and in captivity, the Irrawaddy 

Dolphin is considered an ideal exhibit due to its naturally friendly, playful nature.  As the 

Irrawaddy Dolphin is drawn to humans and naturally performs “tricks” such as spitting 

water, fin slapping, and emitting above-water vocalizations, it is considered ideal for 

aquarium shows because it requires little training.  Although the capture of dolphins was 

outlawed in Cambodia in 2000, the problem of black-market capture still persistsxiii. 

 Next to improper fishing practices, the greatest threat to Mekong River Irrawaddy 

Dolphins is that of habitat destruction due to agricultural pesticide use and dredging, used 

in the gold mining process.  Dredging disrupts the Irrawaddy Dolphins’ sanctuaries of 

deep pools.  These pools, particularly crucial during the dry-season when river levels fall 

drastically, are dramatically filled with sediments when dredging occurs.  This reduces 

their depth and subsequently, their usefulness to the dolphinsxiv.   

 Toxins from pesticides used in agriculture are the other large factor in the habitat 

destruction faced by the Irrawaddy Dolphins.  Another major cause of death among 

Cambodia’s dolphin population is poisoning caused by pesticide runoff.  In one WWF 



study, dolphin deaths in the Mekong River were recorded from August of 2004 to 

January of 2005.  In this five month period, ten dolphins were discovered to have died 

due to pesticide poisoning.  Of these ten deaths, eight were babies under one year of 

agexv.  Studies from Vietnam in 1999 demonstrate that, in Vietnam (where farming 

practices are extremely similar to farming practices in Cambodia,) farmers often applied 

pesticides and herbicides to their crops up to ten times in a single growing season.  The 

recommended number of applications of pesticides is two times per growing season.  As 

pesticide use is significantly higher during the rainy season then in the dry season, the 

intensity of pesticide use even far from the Mekong River greatly impacts the river’s 

water quality as flooding caries runoff far from its point of origin and into the riverxvi. 

 The single greatest threat to the survival of the Irrawaddy Dolphins of Cambodia 

is the use of improper fishing practices.  Most dolphin deaths occur due to entanglement, 

and subsequent drowning, in gillnets.  This threat is greatest during the dry season, 

(December through the end of May,) when the dolphins take refuge in the deep pools 

favored by fishermen for their large numbers of fishxvii.  The recorded number of dolphin 

deaths due to entanglement in nets, (which is significantly lower than the actual number 

of deaths by entanglement,) averages around four per year.  Assuming the estimate of 

seventy Cambodian Irrawaddy Dolphins accurate, four deaths by entanglement would 

annually claim nearly six percent of the population.  As it is probable that the recorded 

by-catch of dolphins is less than half the actual number, the annual percent of the 

population killed by entanglement is likely closer to twelve or thirteen percentxviii.   

 Other forms of inappropriate fishing in the Mekong contribute to the deaths of the 

Irrawaddy Dolphins.  Dynamite fishing creates noise pollution that disorients and stresses 



dolphins, and is occasionally lethal.  Dolphins are occasionally struck with dynamite and 

consequently diexix.  Electric fishing occasionally results in the electrocution of 

dolphinsxx.  Over fishing remains a large threat to the Irrawaddy Dolphin as well.  

Gillnets with fine mesh stretched across a narrow channel capture fish so effectively that 

dolphins, up or down stream, cease to have access to food.  Dynamite and electric fishing 

can also eliminate nearly all fish in a deep pool.  During the dry season when dolphins 

remain in such pools for months at a time, such decimation of a food source, even only in 

a restricted region, can result in starvationxxi. 

 

Current issues with government-lead conservation efforts 

 Cambodia’s governmental involvement in the protection of the Irrawaddy 

Dolphins has been inconsistent.  Although the Cambodian government has created 

several laws providing varying forms of protection to the Irrawaddy Dolphins, 

insufficient actions are taken in regards to the public notification and the enforcement of 

these laws.  An example of this problem is found in the conflicting illegality of live 

capture of dolphins and the continued prevalence of the practice.  The most startling 

element of this conflict is that the majority of the dolphins are sent to Thailand after their 

capture.  This indicates that there is not only insufficient enforcement of the law against 

the practice of live capture, but also an appalling lack of border control or a general 

willingness to alter regulations in return for bribesxxii. 

 A second shortcoming of the Cambodian government in regards to the 

preservation of the Irrawaddy Dolphin is the lack of honesty with which the 

environmental status of the Mekong River is reported.  The 2005 Biodiversity Report 

from the Mekong River Commission consists of an ecology lesson regarding what 



biodiversity is, what species of fish live in the Mekong River, and what some threats to 

biodiversity could be, yet fails to reference a single specific threat to biodiversity that is 

actually occurring along the Mekongxxiii.  The Mekong River Commission’s 2005 Annual 

Report, which relates the status of projects along the Mekong, provides some information 

regarding ecological threats to the river, yet fails entirely to mention the endangered 

Irrawaddy Dolphins.  (Annual reports from 1992 through 2004 also were absent of a 

single reference to the dolphins.)  In the 2005 Annual Report, environmental, agricultural, 

and fisheries programs were laid out, however, these programs showed no marked 

difference from programs presented in the 2003 and 2004 reportsxxiv.   

 While the government of Cambodia does support the presence of educational 

programs lead by organizations such as the WWF, no effort by the government has been 

made to create a Cambodian-run program to promote awareness regarding the 

preservation of the Irrawaddy Dolphins.  Cambodia’s rural areas, including those along 

the sections of the Mekong River where the dolphin populations exist, are exceptionally 

isolated from governmental contact.  Ignorance regarding consequences created by the 

lack of communication of the dangers of inappropriate fishing practices, pesticide 

application, and live capture are much greater components in the perpetuation of these 

practices among the Cambodian people than apathy or purposeful destruction of the 

dolphin population.   

  

Importance of local impact 

 Native Cambodians have a rich tradition of cooperation with and folklore about 

the Irrawaddy Dolphins.  Many consider it extremely bad luck to even accidentally kill a 

dolphin, yet have received no input regarding alternate practices that would allow them to 



fish or farm without risking the death of dolphinsxxv.  Cambodians have an ancient story 

regarding the origin of the Irrawaddy Dolphin.  It is said that there was once a beautiful 

young woman gathering fruit along the banks of the Mekong River.  As she made her 

way home, an enormous, magical python followed her.  Realizing her danger, the young 

woman began to run.  Unable to escape, she threw herself into the rushing waters of the 

river.  Rather than drowning or being crushed against the rocks, the woman was changed 

into a mermaid-like dolphin with human eyes, a wide smile, and an enchanting, mystical 

voice.  It is said that this is why the Irrawaddy Dolphin is so friendly towards people, and 

why in turn, the dolphins are so alluring to humansxxvi.  This story has inspired centuries 

of cooperation and respect with the Irrawaddy Dolphins from Cambodians.  Today, that 

relationship is in danger due to recent changes in technology without the increased 

education that such advances demand.  It is crucial that the local Cambodians living 

along the Mekong River are educated about measures they can take to prevent the habitat 

destruction and accidental killings of Irrawaddy Dolphins.   

 Simple changes in daily practices can be made that will in no way negatively 

impact the Cambodian villagers’ subsistence or profits.   The three most critical areas of 

necessary simple change are local fishing practices, pesticide and herbicide use, and 

management of dolphin-watching tourism.  In each of these areas, alterations can be 

made that do not undermine the potential monetary gains of the parties involved, yet 

greatly benefit the safety of the dolphins. 

 Local leadership and responsibility in enacting these changes is imperative 

because of the trend toward lack of government involvement and because locally lead 

alterations in practice tend to be better received and are more likely to become 



interwoven into tradition.  Locally lead initiatives are also more inclined to place 

responsibility for the future in the hands of the villagers in most direct contact with the 

issue; in this case, the fishermen, farmers, and tour guides.  When these demographics 

receive the needed education to assume this responsibility, they are able to spread that 

education to others as opposed to if they were simply to receive penalties from law 

enforcement for failing to follow laws of which they were ignorant, which is a typical 

manner of governmental control in Cambodia.   

 

Lesson Content
1
 

 

Mei Rien Mouy:  Heit ovey pouk yeurng trao té tob sk-art trey psaut robos srok 

Khmer 

(Lesson One:  Why we must protect Cambodia’s dolphins) 

 Cambodia is a beautiful land, rich with resources and a spectacular variety of 

habitats and species.  One of the most significant of these species, with which we have 

always shared a special bond, is the trey psaut (Irrawaddy Dolphin).  Our stories tell us 

that the trey psaut is one of our own kind, transformed into the shape in which she now 

hides.  It is our traditional duty to do all that we can to protect her and her daughters.   

 For generations, our fishermen have heard stories and seen with their own eyes 

the help and luck that the trey psaut bring them in their work.  The trey psaut will swim 

around the boat of a fisherman, driving schools of fish into his nets, or slap its fins on the 

water, stunning the fish for the fisherman to scoop from the surfacexxvii.  Clearly this 

animal is a treasure that we must seek to protect. 

 In many of your lifetimes, you have witnessed the once large population of the 

beautiful trey psaut fall from over one thousand to less than one hundred.  The War that 

                                                
1 These lessons are designed to be presented from the perspective of one Cambodian teaching other 

Cambodians.  All references to “we” and “us” are therefore referring to the Khmer people. 



hurt us and our families was not restricted to human injury.  During the four years of The 

War, the loss of trey psaut began.  Today, without knowing, we have continued to 

contribute to the loss of our pouk mark kgnon tonle (friends in the river.)   

 By accident, our fishing nets entangle the friendly trey psaut as they chase the fish 

we hunt.  Our dynamite thrown into the river to stun the fish confuses, frightens, and 

often kills the young or weak trey psaut.  Electric shocking of fish electrocutes them, 

while the tour boats we bring too close can strike and kill them.  The pesticides we apply 

to crops wash from our fields into the rivers during the floods of the rainy season, 

poisoning the trey psaut. 

 Because there are such small numbers of trey psaut left in the Mekong River, 

even one preventable death is cause for concern.  Today, it is likely that ten to twelve trey 

psaut die every year from drowning in fishing nets, eight to ten are poisoned by 

pesticides, and two to four are killed by tourist boatsxxviii.  Most of these deaths, (around 

three quarters,) are baby trey psaut, under two years of agexxix.  This is particularly 

concerning because it means that very few babies are surviving to sexual maturity, and 

are therefore not producing babies themselves.  The number of preventable deaths of trey 

psaut per year is between twenty and twenty six.  As the total population is only around 

sixty seven, this means that every year, between thirty and thirty eight percent of the 

population is dieing from preventable caused.  If this problem is not quickly dealt with, 

the numbers of our trey psaut will continue to fall, soon reaching the level of extinction. 

 

Mei Rien Pee:  Yang mich nak chouy tob sk-art trey psaut 

(Lesson Two:  How you can help protect the dolphins) 

 There are many things we do in our daily lives that seem simple and ordinary to 

us.  We stretch gillnets across sections of the river, stun fish with dynamite and electric 



shocks, treat our crops with pesticides several times in a growing season under the 

heavily pouring rain, and agree to the requests of eager tourists to drive our boats just a 

bit closer to the trey psaut.  All of these actions have become so ordinary to us that most 

of us do not realize the ways in which they are harming our environment, and our fellow 

animals.   

 When tour boats approach the friendly, curious trey psaut, they often strike and 

kill them with out the driver even noticing.  The motivation for approaching the trey 

psaut is often the promise of a greater tip from the tourists.  In a country such as ours 

where a single tip often surpasses the entire day’s set pay, it is not surprising that such a 

motivation would be difficult to resist.  However, if the trey psaut no longer live in our 

river, there will be no tourist coming to see them at all.  The best way to bridge the gap 

between what the tourists want and what is safe for the dolphins is to stop your boat, turn 

off the motor, and wait for the inquisitive trey psaut to come to investigate. 

 The use of pesticides in farming is often necessary.  Cambodia’s climate and 

abundance of plants is ideal for harboring insects that will devour your crops.  This 

struggle against insects often motivates you to apply pesticides to crops as many as ten 

times per growing season.  This creates danger not only for you, the farmer, but for 

surrounding villagers, and for the inhabitants of the river.  During heavy rains, pesticides 

that have collected throughout the year are washed into the rivers in the flood waters, 

poisoning the trey psaut.  These pesticides can also harm you and others who come into 

contact with them.  Exposure to chemicals can cause infertility, birth defects, cancer, lung 

and brain damage, and skin and eye conditions.  It is not necessary that you stop applying 

pesticides, however, their use should be limited to two times per growing season.  Apart 



from the protection this provides you, your family, and our river, this will save you 

money.  The pesticides you use are expensive, and are only intended for one or two uses 

per season.  When applied three or more timed, they have no more affect then when used 

twice.  If pesticides are used as directed, you will save money, protect yourself and the 

trey psaut, and your crop yields will be no lower. 

 Despite the ancient bond they share, the greatest danger to our trey psaut comes 

from fishermen.  Recently, gillnets began to replace scoop-nets and dynamite and electric 

shock fishing became more popular.  All three of these modern fishing methods are very 

dangerous to trey psaut.  It is difficult to entirely stop these practices.  Fish is one of the 

most important sources of food for us, and its sale a key source of income.  Modern 

fishing methods do increase the catches we make and there are ways to maintain some 

new methods while still protecting our trey psaut.   

 The most dangerous fishing practice to the trey psaut is the use of gillnetsxxx, yet 

gillnets are also the most valuable tool for our fishermen.  They allow us to harvest large 

numbers of fish in a short time, and can simply be set out and leftxxxi.  Gillnets are so 

dangerous to the trey psaut because they are very difficult to see underwater, and when 

stretched all the way across a channel, impossible to avoid.  While chasing fish, trey 

psaut often swim directly into the nets, becoming so entangled under the water that they 

cannot surface to breath.  This is the problem that causes the largest number of trey psaut 

deaths.  

 No one expects you to stop using gillnets.  It is understood that they are as 

necessary for your survival and the survival of your families as they are dangerous to the 

trey psaut.  Instead, there are changes you can make in the way you use a gillnet.  Tying 



reflective objects, such as tin cans, foil wrappers, and scrap metal to the nets makes them 

easier to see and avoid by the clever trey psaut.  Another easy way to make a gillnet less 

dangerous is to stretch it less than halfway across the channel of the river.  This leaves 

enough room for several trey psaut to swim past.   

 The most important alteration to make in the way a gillnet is used is the most 

potentially difficult.  When trey psaut die in a gillnet, they die by drowning.  If a gillnet is 

left unattended, trey psaut that become tangled in it will have no way to escape.  

However, if someone is present, watching the nets, able to raise an alarm if one is 

entangled, there is a good chance that you will be able to release it.  Once people are 

aware that a trey psaut is trapped in a net, they can lift it to the surface every thirty 

seconds, allowing it to take a breath as they work to detangle itxxxii.  The difficulty of this 

system comes from the fact that someone must always be there to watch the net.  This can 

be a problem for anyone who either has multiple nets to tend, or who uses their time 

between laying out nets to farm or do other forms of work.  The best solution to this is to 

have children or others who are not working watch the nets.  This strategy works well as 

it does not take anyone from their work and, if children are tending the nets, passes down 

the importance of protecting the trey psaut. 

 Dynamite and electric fishing are more difficult to do safely.  The sound of the 

explosions of dynamite, which confuses and stuns the trey psaut, can travel very far 

under water, as can the electricity released through shock-fishing.  There is really no way 

to be sure that trey psaut are not near by when these methods are used.  The best thing 

you can do is to only use these methods when you absolutely have to.  Avoid using them 



in or near deep pools during the dry season particularly, as this is where trey psaut spend 

their time in this season. 

 Apart from using these safe practices yourself, the most important thing you can 

do is to share this information with others in your village and in surrounding villages.  

The more of us that know about the ways to protect our trey psaut, the safer they will be.  

None of us wish to harm our beautiful friends, many of us believe that causing their 

death, even by accident, is among the worst things that can be done.  If we use the 

information we have, share it with others, and always try to learn more, we can make the 

needed changes to be sure that we will always have our beautiful trey psaut. 

   

Mei Rien Bhei:  Yang mich chouy trey psaut ning chouy pouk yeurng tang ors 

(Lesson Three:  How helping the dolphins will benefit us all) 

 One of the best things about protecting our trey psaut is that, apart from the 

natural benefit of the continuation of the species, we will receive personal rewards for our 

work.  Some of these benefits will come from the survival of the trey psaut, while some 

are the direct result of the measures we take in order to protect them. 

 One of the most important things we can do to protect our trey psaut is to reduce 

the number of times we apply pesticides to our crops.  This will protect the trey psaut by 

improving water quality in the Mekong River.  At the same time, this change will also 

improve our own health.  Exposure to pesticides should be limited as much as possible.  

If we apply pesticides twice instead of five times per season, we will be protecting 

ourselves and our families who also come into contact with the poisons.  The overall 

water quality of the Mekong will improve, raising fish populations and making it safer 

for us to drink, bath in, and wash our clothes with.  There is also the immediate benefit of 

using less pesticide:  the cost of farming is lowerxxxiii. 



 A second benefit of protecting the trey psaut in any way is that, as their numbers 

rise, the ancient cooperation between them and the fishermen will increase.  Because 

there will be more trey psaut, they will work even more with you to chase fish into your 

nets, hoping for the small reward of a fish or two that is always granted.  Fishermen who 

have had the help of a trey psaut are always sure that their catches are larger than at any 

other timexxxiv. 

 Another reward that will result from the recovery of the numbers of trey psaut is 

the benefit of the tourism that the larger population will be able to support.  Today, there 

are not enough trey psaut for large numbers of tour boats, but, with their numbers 

increased, tourism will become a huge industry for you to become involved in.  Tourism 

will bring a great deal of money to your villages.  As the numbers of trey psaut go up and 

tourism grows, it is always important to remember that tourism can be dangerous to the 

trey psaut.  It is best to always allow them to approach the boat, never safe to chase them, 

and vital that tourists do not attempt to touch them.  If these things can be remembered, 

the relationship between you, tourists, and the trey psaut can be one of the best ways to 

protect them and to support your families.   

 The most important benefit of the protection of our trey psaut comes from the 

continued existence of one of our most special and ancient friendships.  As can be seen in 

the carvings of the Bayon Temple at Angkor Watt, we have shared a bond with the trey 

psaut since our earliest cultural memories.  Like the temples, the beautiful open rice 

fields, and the northern hills, the trey psaut are a part of our land, just as we are.  Since 

the beginning of our relationship with them, we have found a connection with the trey 

psaut.  They have helped us in our fishing, delighted our children, supplied our 



imaginations, and recently brought money to our pockets through their draw to 

foreigners.  It is now our turn to protect and aid them. 
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