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A tiny population of dolphins on  
the brink of extinction has  
found an incredible ally in 
Shambhu Paudel, one of this year’s 
WDC Bharathi Viswanathan 

Award winners.  
     The award showcases non-invasive  
research that furthers our understanding  
of whales and dolphins, and Shambhu’s work 
with a sadly neglected group of dolphins has 
certainly embodied that principle.

In recent years he has dedicated himself  
to helping the Ganges River dolphin in  
Nepal, as only 30 individuals remain across  
the Narayani, Sapta Koshi and Karnali  
river systems. The species is also native to 
Bangladesh and India, with those in Nepal 
living in the upstream extremes of their range.

Shambhu became aware of the plight of  
the Ganges River dolphin while undertaking  
a master’s degree in Watershed Management in 
2011. He is currently a PhD student at  
the University of Arizona, USA, and completing 
a Russell E. Train Fellowship with WWF.

He says: ‘One thing that surprised me was the 
lack of exact scientific research about the 
Ganges River dolphin and the population in 
Nepal, and this motivated me towards studying 
this species. What I also found was that the key 
indicator for the health of the river system is the 
Ganges River dolphin, because it is the top 
predator of this ecosystem.’

So began an ambitious project to fill in  
the blanks and use photo-identification to 
understand the dwindling population’s  
size, geographic range and social structure. 
This observational approach is similar to  
how we monitor the WDC adoption 
dolphins, orcas and humpbacks.

Shambhu says, ‘I’m working on all aspects  
of river dolphin conservation – issues like 
improving the methodology for counting  
the river dolphins, understanding their 
underwater behaviours, and the 
competition between the fisheries and  
the dolphins. We are using photo ID to  
try to understand the population and  
how they are living, and the connectivity 
between them. 

‘Over the next two or three years I’m 
aiming to provide the government of Nepal 
with a recovery action plan for the dolphins.’

RIVER RISKS 
Two major threats that Shambhu has 
helped identify is a lack of habitat intercon-
nectivity between the Indian and Nepalese 
populations and the pressure that artisanal 
fisheries can put on the species.

The former has been caused by man-made 
structures along the river, such as irrigation 
projects and barrages close to the country 
borders. These huge weirs span the river and 
consist of a number of gates that can be 
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THE NEXT FEW YEARS COULD BE OUR FINAL 
CHANCE TO SAVE A TRULY UNIQUE POPULATION

Chasing fish  
close to illegal 

fishing gear

opened or closed to control the amount of 
water passing through. In doing so they 
effectively split up the dolphins’ habitat.

Shambhu says: ‘If a dolphin moves below 
the barrage they cannot come back 
upstream, so that’s why each year the 
dolphins from the Nepalese river system are 
disappearing, migrating to India.

‘Getting caught in fishing gear is  
another serious problem and this is 
happening to one or two dolphins a year.  
A more effective and complete fisheries  
law is needed, as enforcement is currently 
very weak. 

‘To make this successful we need a 
conservation strategy that considers all  
river stakeholders, and enables effective 
coordination and cooperation between 
National Park officials, agriculture 
officials, villagers and the border 
secretaries and fishermen. Everyone should 
work on this and then we can improve the 
conditions for the river dolphins.’

Shambhu has already recommended 
emergency fishing and water extraction 
restrictions during the dry season to 
ensure that the rivers retain reasonable 
depths that will help the river dolphins 
move around safely.

WDC is supporting Shambhu’s project 
in the Karnali and Sapta Koshi river 
systems, in western and eastern Nepal 
respectively, and his newfound status as  
a WDC award winner has also been  
much appreciated.

‘I’d like to thank WDC for recognising 
my work, the importance of these 
conservation efforts, and the issues the 
river dolphins face.

‘As one of the winners of this award  
I feel I am really contributing to the 
scientific knowledge of this small number 
of river dolphins in Nepal. I’m evolving as 
a scientist for the benefit of the dolphins in 
South Asia and that’s a very important 
aspect of the award to me.’

DEDICATED TEAM
Pursuing this cause requires time, patience,  
a keen eye and expertise on the water. As 
Shambhu explains: ‘We take our boat out 
into the field to take high-resolution 
pictures of the dolphins. We have to get the 
best images we can, so we try to position 
ourselves relatively close to the dolphins, 
about four to five metres away.

‘With the resulting photos we can 
catalogue individuals and assess their 
condition, such as the health of their skin.

‘In our team we have two biologists and 
one boatman and in a single day we’ll 
spend about nine hours in the field in two 
sessions, beginning at 6am and finishing  
at 6pm.’

Making the task more difficult is the 

elusive nature of their subjects, who are  
fast-moving and shy of boats. Shambhu  
has learned that a quick finger on the 
camera shutter button is vital to the  
project’s success.

‘Sometimes the dolphins can surface 
and dive in just a few seconds, so you have 
to be prepared to take the photos. They are 
quick, so it’s very difficult!

‘Working over two or three days we’ll 
generally get one or two useful photos, 
although sometimes if we’re lucky we can 
get four or five such photos in a day.’

He adds: ‘It’s also interesting to listen to 
the loud, distinctive sounds the river 
dolphins make with their blowholes. Most 
people have never heard this before and 
it’s amazing to be able to listen up close. I’d 
describe it as a kind of “WHOOSH 
WHOOSH” noise – it’s a very big sound.’

 
FORGOTTEN DOLPHINS
Seldom seen or heard in the wild, the Ganges 
River dolphin in Nepal has also been noticeably 
absent from the majority of conservation plans 
in comparison to other wildlife we might 
associate with the country.

As Shambhu explains: ‘Attention from official 
bodies like the government and NGOs is very 
low. They are giving the least amount of concern 
to the river dolphin, so it’s a bad situation.

‘As Nepal is a developing country, the major 
investment for conservation activities comes 
from NGOs and they have focused on species 
like the tiger, rhino and elephant. This  
has resulted in a very biased conservation 
programme when you consider the conservation 
status of the dolphin.

‘If there continues to be no attention from 
conservation authorities and low investment, 
then the future of the river dolphin population 
in Nepal is highly uncertain. This is in contrast 
to India, where the government has declared the 
river dolphin as the national aquatic animal and 
provided a sanctuary.’

Hopefully, when Shambhu delivers his action 
plan this story won’t end in the same way as it 
did for the Nepalese Ganges River dolphin’s 
Chinese cousin the baiji, declared functionally 
extinct in December 2006. The next few years 
could be our final chance to save a truly unique 
population, and to that end Shambhu’s message 
is clear.

‘If the government and the NGOs are really 
working for the next generation, for the living 
planet, then they have to cooperate now. 
Collaboration is very important.’ n
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