
Responsible Dolphin Interactions
Biology and Protection of the Red Sea’s bottlenose dolphins

Unterstützt durch:



Supported by:Marine mammals around Hurghada, 
Northern Red Sea, Egypt

Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin
Tursiops aduncus
2 - 2.7 m and up to 230 kg
Newborn: 0.8 - 1.1m and 21kg
Life expectancy: 40 - 50 yrs
IUCN Red List: data deficient

Indian Ocean humpback dolphin
Sousa plumbea
2 - 2.8 m and up to 280 kg
Newborn: 1m and 14 kg
Life expectancy: 40 yrs
IUCN Red List: near threatened

Spinner dolphin
Stenella longirostris
1.7 - 2.3 m and up to 80 kg
Newborn: 0.8 m and 10 kg
Life expectancy: 20 yrs
IUCN Red List: data deficient

False killer whale
Pseudorca crassidens
5.2 - 6.1m and up to 2‘200 kg
Newborn: 1.5 - 2 m and 80 kg
Life expectancy: 50 - 60 yrs
IUCN Red List: data deficient

Common bottlenose dolphin
Tursiops truncatus
2 - 3.8 m and up to 640 kg
Newborn: 0.8 - 1.4 m and 30 kg
Life expectancy: 40 - 50 yrs
IUCN Red List: least concern

Risso‘s dolphin
Grampus griseus
3.7 - 4 m and up to 500 kg
Newborn: 1.1m and 20 kg
Life expectancy: 30 yrs
IUCN Red List: least concern

Dugong
Dugong dugon
3 - 4 m and up to 1‘000 kg
Newborn: 1.2 m and 30 kg
Life expectancy: 70 yrs
IUCN Red List: vulnerable



Supported by:Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin
(Tursiops aduncus)

Social organization:
Fission-Fusion Society. Group size and composition 
is dynamic and changes in space and time. Males 
have strong associations with other males (alliances). 
Females associate with their calves and/or other fe-
males. Mixed sex groups are often observed.
Diet:
Wide variety of fish, cephalopods (squid, cuttlefish, 
octopus), sometimes crustaceans, rays, small sharks
Threats:
Coastal development, overfishing, bycatch,  
entanglement in ghost nets/lines, water- and  
noise pollution, irresponsible tourism
Distribution:
Tropical and temperate waters of the Indo- 
Pacific region (Red Sea, Persian Gulf,  
Indian Ocean, West-Pacific)
Habitat:
Coastal, around reefs, seagrass banks

Weight:   up to 230 kg (male)
Gestation time:  12 months
Interbirth interval: 3 to 5 years
Reproduction:    year-round (Peak: May-July)
Sexual maturity:   8 - 12 years
Life expectancy: 40 - 50 years



Supported by:Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin
(Tursiops aduncus)

Juvenile 1.5 - 2 m
No (or very few) speckles on the 
belly. Often associated with other 
juveniles and/or mother-calf pairs.

Newborn calf 0.8 - 1.1 m
Fetal folds (vertical stripes) on body 
sides. Consistently associated with 
the mother, often swimming in 
„Echelon Position“.

Adult 2 - 2.7 m
Many speckles on the belly up to the throat and on lower body 
sides. The older adults become the more speckles they get.

Calf 1 - 1.5 m
No speckles on the belly. As-
sociated with the mother until 
weaned at 3 - 5 years of age.

Genital slit

Mammary slits

Anusmale female
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Some behaviors

socializing (here petting) self-rubbing (here on a bush gorgonian coral) regurgitating (vomiting)

traveling

sleeping playing (here with a coral piece)

leaping fluke slap (display, signal of avoidance)

nursing
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Do you know how dolphins sleep?

Dolphins often sleep while swimming, usually in very tight groups. In regular intervals they swim up to the sur-
face for taking a few breaths before diving down again.
Dolphins are voluntary breathers, as they don’t have a breathing reflex like humans. Thus, they sleep only 
with half of the brain at a time while closing just one eye. This also allows them to be aware of predators
Dolphins around Hurghada mostly sleep in the morning hours and early afternoons, as shown in the graph 
below. While dolphins can be resting anywhere during that time, their most important resting places are 
the reefs Fanous, Shaab El Erg and Abu Nugar which they use for protection after hunting in the open sea.
During resting times mothers give milk to their calves.

Don’t disturb dolphins and be especially careful when you see dolphins during their resting time!
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General threats to dolphins

Water pollutionFishing (Bycatch, Overfishing, Ghost nets)

Whaling Irresponsible dolphin interactions

Underwater noise

Habitat degradation
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Tourism threats to dolphins

No escape route

X
Jumping causes stressful noise

Risk of disease transmission

Too close approach

• Change of behaviours and 
group structure

• Communication disturbance
• Sleep deprivation
• Reduction of nursing time
• Boat collisions
• Disease transmission
Stress -> Less energy for  
survival -> Population decline! Risk of boat injuries
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Tourism threats to mother-calf pairs

• Newborn calves swim about the first 3 months of life above their mothers („Echelon Position“). This 
way they save energy while swimming. Later on calves swim in „Baby Position“ below their mothers, 
which gives them quick access to milk and camouflages from predators.

• Often, mother-calf pairs swim at the front of a resting dolphin group. Calves are therefore especially 
vulnerable to boat collisions, if captains drive inattentively or even directly into groups.

• Calves are nursed during resting time. If distracted or stressed during that particular time, calves 
don‘t get enough sleep and milk, and so have a smaller chance of survival.

Take extra care with mother-calf pairs!

Echelon Position Baby Position Nursing
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Threats to swimmers

Male dolphin bites into fins

Fluke slap on water surface

Risk of disease transmission

Open mouthS-Posture

• Aggressive behaviours (e.g. 
biting, pushing, ramming)

• Infectious disease transmission

Dolphin threat signs:
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Code of Conduct for Boats

• Dolphins are never approached by boats at less 
than 200 m from 9am until 12pm (= “no approach 
time”, their main sleeping time)

• Outside of the „no approach time“ a respectful  
minimum distance of 50 m  
parallel/sideways to the 
animals’ swimming  
direction is always  
maintained (never  
from front or rear),  
unless dolphins  
choose themselves  
to approach. In this 
situation, don’t increase 
driving speed or change 
direction suddenly

• Driving speed is adjusted to the slowest animal an 
never exceeds 7 km/h or 4 knots. Never reverse,  
accelerate or change direction suddenly

• No more than 2 boats at the same time with dol-
phins. Boats have to be positioned behind another 
to allow an escape route Code of Conduct in 

cooperation with:

• Observation time is limited to 20 minutes. Don’t 
conduct more than 3 snorkelling approach 
attempts, as other boats might want to approach 
dolphins that day

• When leaving dolphin groups it is important to 
know where the dolphins are relative to the boat to 
avoid collisions or coming too close to the animals. 
Always leave with slow speed

• Dolphins are very sensitive to sound. Any noises 
(e.g. shouts, horns, whistles, claps) must be avoided 
and the engine is turned off when possible or put in 
neutral

• As soon as a sign of distress (e.g. fluke slap, directi-
on change, sudden increase of swimming speed) is 
noticed, the dolphins must be carefully left alone

• The number of boats at any reef site is limited to the 
amount of available mooring buoys present. If all 
moorings are occupied, consider moving to ano-
ther reef. Using anchor or wire on reefs is prohibited
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Boat approach for dolphin swimming
(Outside the „no approach time“ from 9am-12pm)

Code of Conduct in 
cooperation with:
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Code of Conduct for Swimmers

• Glide very gently and quietly from a sitting posi-
tion into the water 

• Always use lifejacket, fins, mask and snorkel 
• Swim gently, keep your arms close to your body, 

and move only your fins without excessive splashes 
• Don’t approach dolphins directly. Swim paral-

lel/sideways and never dive down directly from 
above 

• Never dive down when dolphins are resting 
• Never touch dolphins because diseases can be 

mutually transmitted 

• Don’t make any unnecessary noises 
• Swimmers are always accompanied by a 

trained guide. The guide to swimmer ratio shall 
not exceed 1: 8 

• Animals are never fed and no rubbish or other 
polluting substances (e.g. soap, oil) is discarded 
into the sea

Code of Conduct in 
cooperation with:



Supported by:Dolphin resting place: 
El Fanous

Code of Conduct in 
cooperation with:



Supported by:Dolphin resting place: 
Shaab El Erg (Dolphin House)

Code of Conduct in 
cooperation with:



Supported by:Dolphin resting place: 
Shaab Abu Nugar

Code of Conduct in 
cooperation with:
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A responsible tour operator

• Ensures the least possible impact on dolphins 
and their environment
An operator`s top priority is the welfare of the 
animals. It highlights its compliance to guidelines 
on how to interact with the animals in a respon-
sible way. A reputable operator knows that you 
can never guarantee the sighting of a wild ani-
mal.

• Provides education to customers
The operator communicates realistic expecta-
tions regarding encounters and the behaviour 
of dolphins. On board, an expert gives a brie-
fing about the guidelines for interaction and 
provides information about the biology of the 
animals, their environment and the threats they 
face.

• Promotes conservation
The operator supports research or environmen-
tal organisations and tries to reduce its environ-
mental impact (e.g. reducing plastic waste, 
recycling, efficient boat engines).



Dolphin Watch Alliance is a non-profit organisation 
that aims to bring ethical and financial support for 
projects serving the worldwide research and pro-
tection of wild dolphins.

Care for Dolphins is a conservation awareness and 
environmental education programme that informs 
locals, residents and tourists about the needs of dol-
phins in the Hurghada region.

Mission Deep Blue was founded by SSI and receives 
support from ten thousands of environmentally fri-
endly divers and approximately 2,500 dive centers 
around the world.


