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Lessons from 
extinctions of dugong 
populations 
The dugong (Dugong dugon) is one of four living 
sirenians. Its closest modern relative, Steller's sea 
cow (Hydrodamalis gigas), was hunted to extinc-
tion in the 18th century (1). A dugong population 
near Okinawa, Japan became extinct in 2019 (2), 
and now dugongs are likely functionally extinct in 
China (3). The disappearance of these popula-
tions follows dugong losses in the Mascarenes, 
Maldives, Lakshadweep Islands, and Spermonde 
Islands (4, 5). These extinctions provide crucial 
lessons for ongoing and future conservation of 
surviving dugong populations and other marine 
megafauna. 

Extirpated dugong populations were lost 
through deliberate hunting, accidental by-catch, 
and destruction of their seagrass habitat (2–6). 
Hundreds of individuals were harvested be-
tween 1893 and 1916 in Japan and the 1960s in 
China, resulting in substantial declines that possi-
bly pushed populations below sustainable 
thresholds (2, 3). Incidental captures in fishing 
gear in both regions caused continued mortality 
in remnant populations (5, 7), and degradation of 
seagrass meadows through coastal development 
and habitat disturbance greatly reduced food 
availability (6–8). In 1986, a Chinese National 
Natural Reserve was established for dugongs in 
Beihai, Guangxi, and dugongs were listed as 
Grade 1 National Key Protected Animals in 1988 
to ban hunting, trade, and consumption (6). 
However, sightings in China were already rare by 
the 1980s (3, 6), indicating that these actions 
were implemented too late to be effective (2). 

Dugongs persist in other shallow tropical and 
subtropical marine environments, but most pop-
ulations are threatened (4). Understanding the 
factors responsible for recent dugong losses 
highlights the steps needed to prevent further 
extinctions of surviving dugong populations and 
other vulnerable marine mammals (9, 10). Re-
strictions against deliberate hunting should be 
enforced across sirenian and other marine mam-
mal ranges. Evidence-based decision-making is 
essential for population protection, reserve plan-
ning, and seagrass conservation (11, 12). Ongo-
ing dugong extirpations emphasize the crucial 
need to act early, before efforts to recover pop-
ulations or locate surviving individuals become 
too challenging (2, 3).  
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