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Dugong– from inexhaustible resource to  
high extinction risk

Traditional hunters tell of times when dugongs were an inexhaustible resource. 

European explorers of the 18th and 19th centuries write of vast herds of  

animals in shallow waters from East Africa to the Western Pacific Islands. 

Herds could still be seen in many places across the dugong’s range as  

late as the 1960s. 

No longer. The International Union for Conservation of Nature’s Red List now 

lists the dugong as Vulnerable. The dugong is rarely sighted and it is at a high 

risk of extinction throughout most of its vast range. That is why the United  

Nations Environment Programme / Convention on the Conservation of 

Migratory Species of Wild Animals (UNEP/CMS) established the Dugong,  

Seagrass and Coastal Communities Initiative in 2011.  

 

Our dugong, seagrass and coastal  
communities initiative 

We seek investors who can contribute by funding our innovative conservation  

projects designed to help secure the ongoing survival of the dugong. 

We want to raise US$5 million to roll-out our local community investment  

Initiative in participating countries across the dugong’s range. 

Funds will be invested in local partnerships that return financial and  

environmental benefits to communities in low-income nations. These  

partnerships will use innovative, market-based tools to leverage  

conservation investments and drive self-sustaining outcomes that  

provide ongoing revenue streams for future conservation work. 

INTRODUCTION

The value of innovative conservation tools 

The tale of the dugong is a common one. Our numbers grow and those  

of many other species, once numerous, only diminish. The challenges of  

protecting wildlife keep getting bigger and more entangled in our  

own human affairs.

Current tools for environmental conservation are not helping threatened  

species and ecosystems fast enough. We need new approaches.  

New, innovative tools can slow and stop the slide from abundance to  

extinction for many species. 

Many of the critical locations for environmental conservation are in the  

developing world. Success in these locations requires innovative approaches 

that link conservation efforts with the sustainable development of local,  

often impoverished, communities. 

Our approach maximises the impact of investors’ funding by combining  

investment, conservation and development tools. We link the challenges  

of 21st century environmental conservation with those of  

sustainable development.  

 

The bigger opportunity

The Initiative’s species focus is on the dugong. Its broader contribution will  

be to show how innovative partnerships among investors, local communities,  

conservationists and scientists can combine conservation efforts, sustainable  

development and financial investment to the benefit of all.



We invest to ensure communities
invest in their environmental assets

Businesses anywhere in the world fi nd it hard to maintain their capital assets 

when they have limited working capital and cannot get affordable fi nance. 

The environment is often the only major capital asset for poor, coastal 

communities in developing nations across the dugong’s range.

When communities are poor and resources limited, daily struggles trump 

conservation every time. These communities lack the fi nancial tools to 

transform short-term survival into long-term management of essential 

environmental assets. Assets that include seagrass ecosystems, which 

support the fi sheries these communities depend on for their livelihoods 

and that are the home of the dugong.

Investment is important, 
the incentives it creates are essential

Successful conservation is built on providing human communities whose 

actions threaten the species and ecosystems of concern with incentives to 

change. Our Initiative does just this by engaging with local communities using 

a fi nancial and advisory toolkit that improves livelihoods and creates economic 

opportunities. We do this in exchange for environmental stewardship 

of dugongs and their seagrass habitats. 

The major threats to dugongs in the developing world come from small-scale 

fi sheries and unsustainable hunting. We work with small-scale fi shers whose 

fi shing practices drown dugongs as bycatch and damage the seagrass beds 

that provide dugongs’ sustenance. We also work with communities that

hunt dugongs.

For example, we provide affordable microfi nance to fi shers to buy the 

equipment needed to change how they fi sh or to shift from wild fi sheries to 

artisanal aquaculture. We also work with a variety of stakeholders to show 

how conservation actions can unleash sustainable development opportunities.

The fi nance we provide is affordable, but it is not free. We require a fair return 

on our investment so that our capital can be reinvested over time in new 

initiatives. Investors in our work know that their initial investments will be 

leveraged to create maximum environmental value.

We don’t hold collateral in the traditional sense. Instead, we carefully design 

our loans so that they keep the environmental and development incentives 

alive over time. We do this in many different ways, by changing interest rates, 

by broadening a community’s access to fi nance or withdrawing it in the 

event of fi nancial or environmental default.

PROGRAM DETAILS
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THE DUGONG

The dugong is the world’s only herbivorous marine 
mammal. It is fast disappearing from most of its range. 

A 2008 UNEP assessment confi rmed that the dugong, also known as the sea cow,

is already extinct in several island states. It is suffering steep declines in at least a 

third of the areas where it is found. 

A 2011 international assessment concluded that dugong populations are in decline 

throughout its range in East Africa, South Asia and South East Asia. Human activities 

pose the greatest threats to dugong survival. Dugongs drown in gillnets set by fi shers 

for other species. They are also hunted directly by some communities and injured 

by boat collisions. 

Dugongs feed almost exclusively on shallow seagrass beds, which are vanishing 

at around 7 per cent a year as a result of human impacts. These seagrass beds are 

as critical to dugongs as they are to coastal communities. They serve as undersea 

nurseries for shrimp and fi sh, which are the building blocks for fi sheries and the 

mainstay of many local, coastal economies in the developing world.
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The Convention on the Conservation of Migratory 
Species of Wild Animals works for the conservation 
of endangered migratory animals. 

Alarmed at the speed at which dugongs were disappearing in the wild, 

the CMS Secretariat established the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) 

on the Conservation and Management of Dugongs and their Habitats throughout 

their Range, under the auspices of UNEP/ CMS in 2007.

The Government of the United Arab Emirates, through the Environment 

Agency—Abu Dhabi, provided the support required to establish the UNEP/CMS 

Dugong MOU Secretariat which, under direction of its Signatory States and 

with the assistance of an international team of advisors, has developed this 

UNEP/CMS Dugong, Seagrass and Coastal Communities Initiative. 

CONSERVATION & MANAGEMENT OF DUGONGS & THEIR HABITATS



 

 

 DUGONG MOU SIGNATORIES: AUSTRALIA, BAHRAIN, COMOROS, ERITREA, FRANCE (MAYOTTE, NEW CALEDONIA), INDIA, 
KENYA, MADAGASCAR, MOZAMBIQUE, MYANMAR, PALAU, PAPUA NEW GUINEA, PHILIPPINES, SEYCHELLES, SOLOMON ISLANDS, 

SRI LANKA, THAILAND, UNITED ARAB EMIRATES, UNITED REPUBLIC OF TANZANIA, VANUATU AND YEMEN.

THERE ARE 21 CURRENT SIGNATORIES TO THE DUGONG MOU



PROJECT LOCATIONS



PILOT PROJECTS IN ACTION





SUPPORTING & BUILDING CAPACITY



GET INVOLVED TODAY

We invite you to invest in the future of the 
dugong and critical seagrass habitats by 
becoming a strategic funding partner of 
the Dugong, Seagrass & Coastal 
Communities Initiative. 

Our program is at a critical stage. We are beginning new pilot 

projects as well as taking pilot projects to full scale across 

the dugong’s range.

Your investment is not just in the dugong. Our innovative 

approach puts your investment to work in the sustainable 

development of rural, coastal communities. Your investment 

will be leveraged for reinvestment in expanding projects 

over time to create long-term incentives for widespread 

environmental stewardship.

THERE ARE FOUR WAYS TO INVEST

Become an Initiative Steward. 
By pledging US$2 million or more, you will guarantee the implementation 

of this innovative environmental Initiative  in two of more regions across 

the Indian and Pacifi c Ocean basins.

Become a Geography Guarantor. 
By pledging US$1 million, you will guarantee the implementation of 

projects in a specifi c region. These may include transboundary projects 

to improve the livelihoods of coastal communities, while also protecting 

endangered dugongs and seagrass habitat.

Become a State Sponsor. 
By pledging US$500,000, you can sponsor the Dugong, Seagrass 

and Coastal Communities Initiative in a participating country. 

Become a Dugong Sponsor. 
By pledging US$10,000 or more, you can sponsor priority activities 

identifi ed by dugong range states and contribute to our global efforts 

to protect dugongs and their habitat.

CONTACT US TODAY TO GET INVOLVED

Dr. Donna Kwan
Phone: +971 (0)56 6987830    Email: dkwan@cms.int

Dugong MOU Secretariat / UNEP/CMS Offi ce - Abu Dhabi
c/o Environment Agency - Abu Dhabi

P.O. Box 45553, Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates
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