
The Irrawaddy Dolphin  

A short brief of Irrawaddy Dolphin (Ocaellabrevirostris) 
The Irrawaddy dolphin (Orcaella brevirostris) is a shy, slow swimming, dark grey dolphin. It is a 
cetacean (as are other dolphins, whales and porpoises) which usually reaches a length of 2.5 
m. It has a high, bulbous forehead and a small, rounded dorsal fin. Its tail is long, broad and 
very flexible. It breeds slowly, with mothers giving birth to one calf at a time, and has a typical 
lifespan of 30-50 years. 
This species is fairly common in the Ayeyawaddy (Irrawaddy) river between Mandalay and 
Bhamo, coastal region and delta area. The total of 65 to 75 dolphins can be seen between 
Mandalay to Bhamaw and these dolphins are protected by Department of Fisheries in Myanmar. 
Since 800 A.D the period of Tan Dynasty in China, Pyu (ancestor of Myanmar) has traded and 
they called it river pig. But Irrawady Dolphin was introduced by Anderson in -1879 A-D near 
Bhamaw. A slow swimmer, the Irrawaddy Dolphin (Orcaellabrevirostris) with a total length of 
200-250cm and a high rounded forehead without beak and the color of the adults is black and 
the underside grayfish. Cooperative fishing between Irrawaddy dolphin and fishermen is a kind 
of fishing in which the dolphin help fishermen by driving fish towards fishing canoes. 
 
The Dolphin habitat  
While some Irrawaddy dolphins live in coastal waters there are also 3 populations that live in 
rivers in Southeast Asia, all of which are threatened with extinction. The rivers they inhabit are 
the Ayeyarwady in Myanmar, the Mahakam in Indonesia and Mekong in Cambodia. Small 
groups of 2 to 14 individuals can be found feeding in the murky, silted waters of these habitats. 
 
Relationship with humans 
Only in the Ayeyarwady in Myanmar have the dolphins established a unique ‘cooperative 
fishing’ behavior. Fishermen and dolphins communicate with each other by tapping their boats 
or slapping the water, and the dolphins may choose to herd fish into a group which the 
fishermen can easily net. The practice was first noted over 150 years ago, and continues in only 
a handful of boats. 
 

How to get there 
The Ayeyarwady Dolphin Protected Area was created in 2005 along a 74 km stretch of the 
Ayeyarwady river north of Mandalay, from Mingun up to Kyauk Myaung. You can visit the area 
by boat upstream from Mandalay, or more quickly by car from Mandalay to Singu and then a 
boat downstream to Mandalay. Alternatively you can travel to Myint Ken Gyi village or Shine Ma 
Khar by car from Mandalay. From there you can hire the cooperative fishermen’s boats to see 
the dolphins and fishing villages. 
 

Cooperative fishing 
Cooperative fishermen can be found in these villages and visitors are able to see how they fish 
with the dolphins. At the same time the wildlife, beautiful surroundings and the rhythm of village 
life can be enjoyed. 
 

Why should I visit the Ayeyarwady Dolphin Protected Area and surrounding villages? 
Tourism is often important to support protected areas. With demands being placed on the 
dolphin’s Ayeyarwady habitat it is important that the dolphins are seen as valuable, at least as 
valuable as other resources that can be used from the river. This will lead to local and national 
support for the dolphins and to the protection of their habitat. The Wildlife Conservation Society 
(WCS) has been working with the local community and national bodies towards achieving these 
aims through ecotourism. 
 
 



Activities during the day 
- See the natural river habitat, home to the Irrawaddy dolphins, migratory birds and freshwater 
turtles. 
- View the unique phenomenon of cooperative fishing. 
- Travel along the river by boat. 
- Experience traditional ways of life at local villages. 
- See artisanal crafts, such as pot making. 
- Help preserve and strengthen cultural identity. 
- Make a positive contribution to social and economic development. 
- Increase local livelihoods thereby decreasing the threat to dolphins. 
 

The villages within the protected zone 
1. Sinthe village 

Where: In Singu township.  
Size: 3000 residents 
Livelihoods: Farming and fishing. 
Visit: Cigar making center, an old wooden monastery and drum making workshop. 
 

2. Myint Ken Kyi village 
Where: Is Singu township.  
Size: 200 homes. 
Livelihoods:n Fishing 
Visit: An old monastery, cooperative fishermen’s houses and a cow-powered peanut mill. 

3. Myae Zun Village 
Where: In Matayar township.  
Size: 220 homes. 
Livelihoods: Farming, fishing and cooperative fishing. 
Visit: An old wooden monastery, a weaving center and Mywe An Daw Pagoda. View the Marble 
Mountain. 

4. Sein Pan Kone village 
Where: In Matayar township.  
Livelihoods: Farming and fishing. 
Visit: Fishermen’s houses and peanut farms. Learn to pick peanuts with the farmers. 

5. Aye Kyun village 
Where: In Matayar township. 
Size: 150 homes. 
Livelihoods: Farming and fishing. 
Visit: Learn cast-net throwing from the cooperative fishermen. 

6. Sinkyun village 
Where: In Matayar township.  
Size: 226 homes.  
Livelihoods: Farming and bamboo hat making. 
Visit: Bamboo hat making centre. 

7. Shine Ma Khar village 
Where: In Watlet township. 
Size: 150 homes. 
Livelihoods: Pottery makers. 
 

Some other animals can be seen in the ADPA 
Herons, Egrets, Ibis, Kingfishers Kites, Plovers, Bee-eaters, Sunbirds, Bulbuls, and possibly 
even freshwater turtles. 
 


