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Abstract Museums in Australia house over 5500 marine mammal specimens in nine major institu-

tions. These collections are here summarized with a view to making them more accessible to re-

searchers throughout the world. Fifty-eight species of marine mammal are known from Australian

waters. These and many more from elsewhere are represented in the collections. Australian museums

are an important source of material for wide-ranging studies on marine mammals, including refining

the taxonomy of difficult and cosmopolitan genera such as Tursiops and Delphinus, and species such

as beaked whales that are rare in world collections.
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Introduction

Australia’s extensive coastline provides a wide range of marine habitats.  Consequently, pub-
lished sources list 43 cetaceans (Bannister et al., 1996), 1 sirenian (Marsh, 1988) and 10 pin-
nipeds (Shaughnessy, 1999) from Australian waters.  However, re-evaluatiion of the taxonomy of
some taxa has resulted in additional or renamed species of cetaceans in the region. These are:
Tursiops aduncus (Moller and Beheregaray, 2001; Kemper 2004), a dwarf but undescribed form
of Balaenoptera acutorostrata (Arnold et al., 1987), Orcaella heinsohni (Beasley et al., 2005)
and Balaenoptera omurai (Wada et al., 2003).  This brings the total species of cetaceans to 47.

Proceedings of the 7th and 8th Symposia on Collection Building and Natural History Studies in Asia and the Pacific Rim,
edited by Y. Tomida et al., National Science Museum Monographs, (34): 117–126, 2006.



The purpose of this paper is to summarize the marine mammal collections in Australia, including
their strengths and species of particular interest.  The paper also reports on some of the findings
during visits to four of the museums in late 2004 by TKY, YT and AU.

Major Marine Mammal Collections in Australia

We examined the cetacean collections in four museums (National Museum of Victoria,
Queensland Museum, Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery and South Australian Museum) dur-
ing late 2004, primarily studying the Balaenopteriidae and Ziphiidae but also noting the strengths
of each collection visited.  Significant marine mammal collections are found in six of the nine
museums (Table 1 and 2).  Below, we report on the four museums visited.

South Australian Museum
The marine mammal specimen collection at the South Australian Museum consisted of more

than 1600 specimens, which is the largest in Australia, and is expanding rapidly as a result of an
active stranded-carcass collection programme. Species of importance in the collection are Ca-
perea marginata, Kogia spp., Physeter macrocephalus, Mesoplodon layardii, Tursiops spp., Del-
phinus delphis, Globicephala spp., Arctocephalus spp., and Neophoca cinerea. Two subspecies
of Balaenoptera musculus are also worthy of note, although number of the specimens is not
large. Some of them are important because of their limited distribution and others because they
will contribute to our understanding of cosmopolitan species. Substantial specimen numbers of
Tursiops spp, Delphinus delphis, Kogia spp., and Mesoplodon layardii in this museum will play
an important role in the near future. One of the important results of the present survey was the
recognition of Balaenoptera omurai (Wada et al., 2003), a specimen at the southern end of
presently recognized range of the species and the only known record for Australia (Fig. 1).

Another major strength of the collection at the South Australian Museum is that it includes
organs, frozen tissues for genetic and toxicological studies, baleen, stomach contents for diet re-
search and parasites.  It is also very accessible and well-curated.

Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery
Guiler (1978) summarized more than 30 years of marine mammal strandings and many of the

specimens listed are preserved in this museum. Major species of interests are: Arctocephalus
spp., Caperea marginata, Tursiops spp., Delphinus delphis, Physeter macrocephalus and Globi-
cephala melas. Although the collection is not large, it is important both by its geographical posi-
tion, quality and it is likely to grow much more.

National Museum of Victoria
This museum has the second largest marine mammal collection in Australia, having about

1200 specimens, most of which are pinnipeds. Species with substatial specimens are Arcto-
cephalus spp., Tursiops spp., Delphinus delphis, and Globicephala melas.

Queensland Museum
Queensland Museum has nearly 500 marine mammal specimens including several significant

specimens such as the type specimen of Indopacetus pacificus (Longman, 1926; Moore, 1968)
and newly defined Orcaella heinsohni (Beasley et al., 2005). The museum has played a leading
role in Australian marine mammal studies, such as extensive inventory compilations (Paterson,
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1986; Paterson, 1992), organizing international symposia on cetacean species (Jell and Paterson,
1991; Jell, 2001) and active research on minke whales and humpback whales.

We did not visit and examine the specimens in other major museums where marine mammal
specimens are housed: ie. Western Australian Museum, Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern
Territory, Queen Victoria Museum, and Australian Museum.

Many of the collections are databased using KE EMu and basic data for each specimen is
made accessible by Online Zoological Collections of Australian Museums (OZCAM) at
(http://www.ozcam.gov.au/index.php).

Major Species in the Collections in Australia

Summarizing the above data and Table 1 and 2, it is clear that among the marine mammal
species collected from the seas around Australia Arctocephalus pusillus doriferus, Neophoca
cinerea, Arctocephalus forsteri, Tursiops spp., Delphinus delphis, Physeter macrocephalus, and
Dugong dugon represent more than 10% of the total specimen number for each order. Here we
discuss two major cetacean genera, Tursiops and Delphinus which coincidentally are two genera
that are subject of considerable taxonomic debate.
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Fig. 1. Skull of Balaenoptera omurai SAM M21245.



Tursiops spp.
Family Delphinidae Gray, 1821
Genus Tursiops Gervais, 1855

Although there have been numerous species defined within the genus. Hershkovitz (1966)
listed two species Tursiops truncatus (Montagu, 1821) and Tursiops gilli Dall, 1873. He also list-
ed two subspecies, namely Tursiops truncatus aduncus Ehrenberg, 1832, and Tursiops truncatus
truncatus (Montagu, 1821), however, for a few decades the genus was treated as monospecific
(Rice, 1977). Ross (1977) was one of the earliest to suggest the validity of Tursiops aduncus as a
separate species in the recent context. It is now clear that there are at least two types of dolphins
in what is called the ‘bottlenose dolphin’. One is the real bottlenose dolphin which is usually
larger and stocky with a blunt beak. The other one is slender and smaller with an often up turned
long beak. Taxonomic re-evaluation of Tursiops spp. has been made in Southeast Asia (Wang et
al., 1999; Wang et al., 2000A; Wang et al., 2000B), in Japan (Kakuda et al., 2002) and in Aus-
tralia (Moller and Beheregarah, 2001; Kemper, 2004). Because of the uncertainty of the exis-
tence of the type specimen, however, definition of Turisops aduncus is not clearly understood.
Since the species was defined based on characters of the type specimen, species identification
should be made by exact comparison with the type. Kakuda et al. (2002) stated that two resident
‘bottlenose dolphins’ of Mikura island were identical in several morphological characters and
molecular evidence, with ‘Tursiops aduncus’ of Wang et al. (1999; 2000A; 2000B). The species
identification of these dolphins can be only valid when exact comparison with the type specimen
has been made. Kakuda et al. (2002) concluded that this dolphin in Japan be known as the ‘adun-
cus-type bottlenose dolphin’.

Delphinus spp.
Genus Delphinus Linnaeus, 1758

The number of species assigned to genus Delphinus has also been plentiful. Rice (1998) list-
ed three species, Delphinus delphis Linnaeus, 1758, Delphinus capensis Gray, 1828 and Delphi-
nus tropicalis van Bree 1971. There have been re-evaluations on the relationships of these
species in several geographical areas (Heyning and Perrin, 1994; Rosel et al., 1994; Bell et al.,
2002). This genus also needs to be reviewed at least both from morphological and molecular bio-
logical aspects, including examination of the type specimens. Abundant specimens of the genus
Delphinus in Australia would be a very important resource for the global assessment of the
genus.

So-called Bryde’s Whales
Since the late 1990’s, there has been a series of discussions on the taxonomy of medium sized

mysticetes of the genus Balaenoptera (Wada and Numachi, 1991; LeDuc and Dizon, 2002).
These discussions originated partly because of the controversial work of Junge (1950) who con-
cluded Balaenoptera brydei as a junior synonym of Balaenoptera edeni. Wada et al. (2003)
clearly stated that Balaenoptera bryei and Balaenoptera edeni are both valid species and added
another species of Balaenoptera omurai. During our survey through the collections, we con-
firmed one specimen of Balaenoptera omurai in South Australian Museum (Fig. 1). We believe
in many of the Bryde’s whale specimens in Australian museums are Balaenoptera brydei. Further
considerations based on detailed examinations of both new acquisitions and preserved specimens
in museums will be necessary to properly summarize these species.
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Conclusion

Australian museums hold over 5500 valuable marine mammal specimens that are for the
most part in a very good condition and well curated. Rich resources of these specimens have and
will provide excellent opportunities for the marine mammalogists. As to the species list of the
cetaceans known from Australian waters we should add Balaenoptera bonaerensis, Balaenoptera
brydei, Balaenoptera omurai and Orcaella heinsohni. Further investigations will clarify the com-
plecated taxonomic issues of the genera, Tursiops, Delphinus and others.
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