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DESCRIPTION

Marine mammals hold ecological importance due to their role in
nutrient cycling, ecosystem balance and food web regulation.
Whales, for example, contribute significantly to the marine
nutrient cycle through their feeding and migratory behaviors.
When whales dive to feed at deeper levels and then surface to
breathe, they bring nutrients from the depths of the ocean to the
surface, which benefits phytoplankton and other microorganisms
that form the base of the marine food web. Whale feces also
release nutrients into surface waters, promoting phytoplankton
growth and supporting fish populations that feed on these
organisms.

Other marine mammals, such as seals and sea lions, play
important roles as predators, helping to keep fish populations in
check. By preying on fish, squid and other marine creatures, they
prevent overpopulation of these species and maintain a balanced
ecosystem. In addition to their ecological role, marine mammals
also hold economic and cultural significance. Marine tourism,
particularly whale-watching and dolphin tours, supports local
economies and raises awareness about ocean conservation. Many
coastal communities have cultural connections with marine
mammals, viewing them as symbols of natural heritage and
conservation priorities.

Marine mammals encounter a range of threats that affect their
populations and overall health. One of the primary challenges is
habitat loss, driven by coastal development, pollution and
shipping and fishing. Coastal
development can disrupt important breeding and feeding areas,

human activities such as
forcing marine mammals to relocate and adapt, which affects
their survival. The construction of harbors, oil drilling platforms
and aquaculture facilities alters habitats and reduces the

available space for marine mammals to thrive.

Pollution, especially from plastic waste and chemical runoff,
poses a serious risk to marine mammals. Plastics and other
debris can be ingested by marine mammals, leading to digestive
blockages, injuries, or even death. Toxins from chemicals such as

pesticides, heavy metals and industrial runoff accumulate in
marine food chains, ultimately affecting top predators like
marine mammals. These pollutants impair immune function
and reproductive health, reducing the resilience of marine
mammal populations.

Noise pollution, primarily from ship traffic, drilling and military
sonar, is another significant threat. Marine mammals rely on
echolocation and acoustic communication for navigation,
hunting and social interactions. High levels of underwater noise
disrupt these behaviors, making it difficult for animals to locate
food, communicate, or avoid hazards. Prolonged exposure to
loud noise can lead to hearing loss, disorientation and changes
in migration patterns.

Climate change is increasingly impacting marine mammals
through rising ocean temperatures, sea-level rise and shifting
ecosystems. As ocean temperatures rise, prey species for marine
mammals, such as fish and krill, are moving to colder waters,
forcing marine mammals to travel further to find food. Melting
sea ice also affects species like polar bears, walruses and seals that
rely on ice for breeding, resting and hunting. The loss of sea ice
threatens their survival and disrupts the ecological balance in
polar regions.

Fishing activities, particularly bycatch and entanglement in
fishing gear, also harm marine mammal populations. Bycatch
occurs when non-target species are accidentally caught in fishing
nets, leading to injuries or death for dolphins, seals and other
marine mammals. Entanglement in fishing gear, such as nets
and ropes, restricts their movement and can lead to drowning,
starvation, or severe injuries. Addressing these challenges
requires coordinated conservation efforts to mitigate the impact
of human activities on marine mammals.

Efforts to conserve marine mammals involve a combination of
policy regulations, habitat protection, community engagement
and technological innovation. Effective conservation strategies
focus on addressing the specific threats that marine mammal’s
face and promoting sustainable practices.
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Establishing Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) is a key
conservation strategy for safeguarding marine mammal habitats.
MPAs restrict activities like fishing, drilling and shipping in
designated zones, allowing marine mammals to thrive without
disturbance. These areas provide safe breeding and feeding
grounds and help conserve important ecosystems. In regions
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where marine mammals are particularly vulnerable, MPAs have
shown success in preserving species and supporting ecosystem
recovery. However, to be effective, MPAs require sufficient
enforcement, monitoring andcommunity support to prevent
illegal activities and ensure compliance with regulations.
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