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Global IUCN Initiative –
Important Marine Mammal Areas
Important Marine Mammal Areas (IMMAs) – www.marinemammalhabitat.org

“a discrete portion of habitat, important to marine mammal species, that has the potential to be delineated and 

managed for conservation”

(1) the specific vulnerability of many marine mammals,

(2) the fact that marine mammals have been overlooked by many national efforts to create MPAs,

(3) the role of marine mammals as indicators to support the identification of MPAs and spatial protection measures, 

because they are more easily monitored than most other pelagic vertebrates,

(4) the role of marine mammals as umbrella species which helps ensure that a properly designed conservation plan 

will be beneficial to the broader ecosystem, and

(5) the role of marine mammals as flagship species representing powerful political and public levers for the 

conservation of less popular or well-known organisms, communities or habitats.

http://gobi.org/resources/webinars/introducing-important-marine-mammal-areas-a-new-tool-for-global-marine-mammal-and-biodiversity-conservation/

Input into MPA initiatives - Ecologically or Biologically Significant Areas (EBSAs) under the Convention on Biological Diversity 

(CBD), & Key Biodiversity Areas (KBAs)



Global IUCN Initiative –
Important Marine Mammal Areas

▪ Marine Mammal Task Force identifies key areas

▪ International peer-review of proposed areas –

robust support required

▪ Designations: IMMA, cIMMA or AoI

▪ Inform strategic direction & management decisions 

around implementation of protection e.g.

- regulation of activities 

- conservation management action/ policy

- future focused decisions/ radical responsibility

www.marinemammalhabitat.org

8 Workshops

2016 – Mediterranean Sea region

2017 – Pacific Islands region

2018 – Extended Southern Ocean region

2018 – North East Indian Ocean and South East Asian Seas 

region

2019 – Western Indian Ocean and Arabian Seas region *

2020 – Australia-New Zealand and South East Indian Ocean 

region

2020 – South East Tropical and Temperate Pacific Ocean 

(postponed temporarily due to the pandemic) *

2021 – Black Sea, Turkish Straits System and Caspian Sea 

region

Upcoming – Southeast Temperate & Tropical Pacific Ocean –

November 2021



Criteria – only need 1 to propose an IMMA
Criterion A – Species or Population Vulnerability

Contain habitat important for the survival and recovery of threatened and declining species. 

Criterion B – Distribution and Abundance

Sub-criterion B1 – Small and Resident Populations

Supporting at least one resident population, containing an important proportion of that species or population, that are 

occupied consistently. 

Sub-criterion B2 – Aggregations

Areas with underlying qualities that support important concentrations of a species or population.

Criterion C – Key Life Cycle Activities

Sub-criterion C1 – Reproductive Areas

Sub-criterion C2 – Feeding Areas

Sub-criterion C3 – Migration Routes

Criterion D – Special Attributes

Sub-criterion D1 – Distinctiveness

Sustain populations with important genetic, behavioural or ecologically distinctive characteristics.

Sub-criterion D2 – Diversity

Contain habitat that supports an important diversity of marine mammal species.



Cetaceans of the Pacific

▪ Large, complex geographical region = vast expanse of habitat:

- deep canyons, nearshore lagoons

- year-round & seasonal habitat use

▪ 2006 Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) – SPREP MoU; 

IUCN designations; comprehensive Whales and Dolphins Action 

Plan (2013-2017) – now under revision

▪ Knowledge dominated by nearshore species – spinner dolphins, 

humpback whales, dugong, rough-toothed dolphins, bottlenose 

dolphins

▪ Only a few areas with focused research

▪ Important for tourism

▪ Universities, South Pacific Whale Research Consortium, NGOs



Pacific Region Important Marine Mammal Areas
▪ 20 IMMAs, 4 cIMMAs & 20 AoIs designated in Pacific region – Workshop, Samoa 2017

- funded through the GOBI/IKI project

New Caledonia

29 spp

Marquesas Is

16 spp

▪ Most areas had 15+ known species 

- almost certainly more

▪ New Caledonia reflects research effort + diversity

▪ Can change IMMA status 

Chesterfield – Bellona Reef Complex & Seamounts

▪ Different species key to designation of the IMMA 

humpback whales & spinner dolphins common

- killer whales & sperm whales (Bismarck Sea)

- melon-headed whales & spinner dolphins (Marquesas)

Solomon Is

20 spp

Tuvalu

19 spp







Candidate IMMAs – with more info could be IMMAs
▪ 4 candidate IMMAs (cIMMA) declared 

Require more detailed information

▪ Wallis & Futuna 

- French REMMOA aerial survey

- Mainly small dolphins & beaked whales

▪ Gilbert Is & Tuvalu

- Comparable to Hawai’i in diversity despite paucity 

of surveys, beaked whales

▪ Vanuatu

- Humpback whale breeding ground, important 

dugong habitat, no doubt high diversity but poorly 

surveyed

20 Areas of Interest (AoIs) – reflects lack of 

knowledge

Vanuatu

Wallis & Futuna

Gilbert Is

Tuvalu

Research effort here = valuable investment

Needs to be comprehensive & published





What can we do now?

Tere tohorā, tere tangata – where there are whales, 

there are people

Simple data collection: 

- Location, species identity (photos to ID apps), 

number (min-best-max)

- Tour operators, ferry & fishing crew as data 

collecters?

- Platform to store & share data – open access

- Can move cIMMAs to IMMAs and AoIs to IMMAs

- A little data can go a long way
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IMMA linked to OBIS-SEAMAP; seamap.env.duke.edu

Many pathways to share & act 

eg SPREP, IUCN, CMS, IWC, FAO, EBSAs…



Kia ora
Merci
Thank you
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https://www.pacificnatureconference.com/ird-claire-garrigue

IMMA TASK FORCE CO-CORDINATORS

Claire Garrigue – claire.garrigue@ird.fr

Rochelle Constantine – r.constantine@auckland.ac.nz


