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GANGES  
RIVER DOLPHINS 

THE GANGES RIVER DOLPHIN 
IS EXTRAORDINARY.
It is one of the world’s oldest surviving cetaceans, having evolved over 20 million years 
ago. Despite being blind, it is an apex predator in a vast interconnected river system 
in three countries. And it is still holding on even though it lives in one of the most 
densely populated parts of the planet – in rivers that face a barrage of threats. But it is 
only just holding on.

Classified as Endangered on the IUCN Red List, there are approximately 5,000 
Ganges river dolphins in total, including fewer than 100 in Nepal and an unknown 
number in Bangladesh, where significant parts of their range have not been surveyed. 
Both the number of dolphins and the species range have been declining for decades 
due to the impact of human activities, including the damming of rivers for irrigation 
and electricity generation, bycatch, pollution, abstraction of water, and shipping and 
navigation.

Until recently, the future of the Ganges river dolphin looked as murky as its favourite 
stretches of river. But there are now signs of hope for this iconic species. The Indian 
government announced Project Dolphin in 2020 to reverse the decline in species 
numbers – aiming to emulate the conservation successes achieved by Project Tiger 
and Project Elephant. Meanwhile, the World Bank is funding WWF to conduct a 
major study to agree upon the global best practices to sustainably conserve each 
river dolphin species based on the latest science and extensive engagement with 
stakeholders, including those in Bangladesh, India and Nepal. 

The aim of all these efforts is to ensure that the Ganges river dolphin does not follow 
the Yangzte river dolphin into extinction. But it is not just about preventing the loss of 
an extraordinary species; saving the Ganges river dolphin will save so much more. As 
the apex predator, it is a key indicator of the health of its rivers – and plays a vital role 
in those critical ecosystems. A thriving population of river dolphins will mean that 
the health of these vital river systems is improving – benefiting hundreds of millions 
of people as well as a huge diversity of other species from mahseers to mangroves and 
migratory birds.

THE “TIGER OF THE 
GANGES”

There are approximately 5,000 Ganges river 
dolphins left in the world. The majority 
of Ganges river dolphins are found in 
the Ganges, Brahmaputra, Meghna and 
Sangu Karnaphuli River systems in India 
and Bangladesh, with fewer than 100 in 
tributaries in Nepal.

The biggest threats they face include 
the damming of rivers for irrigation and 
electricity generation, bycatch, pollution, 
abstraction of water, and shipping and 
navigation

In India, the Ganges river dolphin is 
associated with Ganga, the personification 
of the river, who is worshiped by Hindus as 
the goddess of purification and forgiveness. 
Ganga is occasionally depicted riding a 
dolphin.



DISTRIBUTION
The distributional range of the Ganges river dolphin includes over 
10,000 km of the Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna, and Sangu-Karnaphuli 
River systems in Bangladesh, India and Nepal. Ganges river dolphins 
are commonly found in deeper sections of river, they prefer eddies 
around islands, river bends and confluences which are often also 
the places that people prefer to fish. Now dams and barrages restrict 
dolphin movement, but in the past during the monsoon season, the 
dolphins would have moved upstream into smaller rivers, and then back 
downstream to larger river channels in the low water winter season

ABUNDANCE
Surveys to estimate abundance or the number of the Ganges river dolphins have been conducted in many places in 
India, Nepal and the Sundarbans of Bangladesh. The total of all dolphin counts throughout the range is approximately 
5,000 individuals.  However, some significant parts of the range of the dolphin have not been surveyed, especially 
in Bangladesh. Only very small numbers of dolphins (<100) are present in Nepal. The largest numbers of dolphins 
documented are in the main stem of the Ganges River in India and the Brahmaputra River in Bangladesh. As of 2018, 
a total of about 1,340 dolphins were recorded from the Uttar Pradesh-Bihar border to Farakka barrage (625 km) on the 
Ganges mainstem, and this area also had the highest recorded encounter rate/ linear km. There were an estimated 225 
Ganges river dolphins in the Bangladesh Sundarbans in 2002.

BIOLOGY & ECOLOGY
Ganges river dolphins are usually a grey or light brown colour, but may 
also have a pinkish tone to the belly. The dorsal fin is very small, and is 
a low fleshy lump on the back, usually just a few centimetres in height. 
The dolphins have a steep forehead, and flexible necks with unfused 
vertebrae, permitting them to turn their heads from side to side. They 
have an elongated snout that can bend slightly upward and it can reach 
up to 20% of total body length in females. They have long, sharp teeth 
which are visible even when the mouth is closed. The pectoral flippers on 
the side of the body are large and paddle shaped.

This species is functionally blind, and therefore relies heavily on 
echolocation to navigate and hunt. Externally, the eye appears to be 
barely larger than a pinhole, restricting light from reaching the retina. 
There is no lens, and the optic nerve is very narrow, leading scientists to 
conclude that their eyes are incapable of forming clear images, but that 
they may still serve as light receptors.

Ganges river dolphins eat a large variety of small and medium sized fish and crustaceans. It is thought that this species 
uses echolocation clicks to scan and detect prey at distances of about 20 m but that it may use electroreception to detect 
prey that occurs near to the river bottom.

Like Indus river dolphins, Ganges river dolphins have developed a unique side swimming behaviour which is an 
adaptation to help them navigate through shallow waters. Dives are typically short, lasting between 70-100 seconds. Like 
other dolphin species, they navigate using echolocation, but reflecting the complexity of the river environment Ganges 
river dolphins emit sound almost constantly. Ganges river dolphins are most frequently found alone, but they gather in 
small groups, sometimes with more than 10 individuals, at the confluence of tributaries. Generally, these animals are shy 
towards humans.

Map based on information in Sinha et al, 2014
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OUR WORK
By 2030, WWF’s River Dolphin Rivers Initiative aims to stop the decline of river 
dolphin populations in South America and Asia and restore and double most 
populations. We will achieve this by tackling the three major systemic threats to river 
dolphins globally – unsustainable fisheries, hydropower and infrastructure, and 
pollution. WWF will utilize its long-term river dolphin conservation experience while 
also mobilizing a powerful global community of partners to secure the future of river 
dolphins and the communities that depend on healthy and productive freshwater 
ecosystems.

In India and Nepal, WWF works with National and State Governments, experts, Civil 
Society organizations and riparian communities towards protecting the habitat and the 
species through scientific research, community led conservation, species monitoring, 
policy advocacy and outreach. WWF-India creates awareness and advocates among 
different stakeholders along the stretches of dolphin habitat on adoption of Best 
Management Practices of irrigation and better protection of the species and the 
habitat. A flagship program is realizing Environmental Flows to sustain the river’s 
ecological integrity and ecosystem services.

DEVELOPING A COLLECTIVE 
APPROACH TO SUSTAINABLY 
CONSERVE THE GANGES RIVER 
DOLPHIN
The World Bank commissioned 
WWF to conduct a global analysis 
of the best practices in sustainable 
river dolphin conservation and 
derive worldwide lessons to help 
conserve the Ganges river dolphin in 
the Ganges- Brahmaputra- Meghna 
river basin. The aim of the project 
is to develop stakeholder-supported 
recommendations for the sustainable 
conservation of the Ganges river 
dolphin, which may also strengthen 
the conservation of river dolphins 
worldwide. The project will deliver:THREATS

The major threats to the Ganges river dolphin include water-related infrastructure 
such as dams, barrages, diversions, and embankments, which cause flow 
regulation and habitat fragmentation, mortality from entanglement in fishing 
nets, hunting of dolphins for oil, pollution from domestic, industrial and 
agricultural sources, and disturbance from human activities including boat 
traffic, dredging and underwater noise. Dams and barrages fragment the dolphins 
habitat, reducing population connectivity and isolating animals in river sections, 
they also affect river habitats by reducing water availability and habitat quality, 
and blocking passage for migratory fish. Ganges river dolphins, as with most other 
cetaceans, frequently become entangled in fishing nets and then drown. As long-
lived top predators, they are vulnerable to negative health effects from living in 
waterways contaminated with heavy metals, industrial pollution and agricultural 
run-off. River cetaceans, including the Ganges river dolphin, are considered to be 
indicators of river health.
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GLOBAL BEST PRACTICES
on effective conservation and 
management of all species of river 
dolphins in Asia and South America

GAP ANALYSIS
of existing scientific knowledge and 
understanding of the species, as 
well as opportunities in the current 
conservation plans for Ganges river 
dolphin conservation in the GBM 
river basins

STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT
including governments, research 
organisations, private sector, 
finance institutions, and civil society 
organizations in Bangladesh, India 
and Nepal, to analyse global best 
practices via a participatory process

For more information, please contact: 
Daphne Willems | WWF-International  
E-mail: dwillems@wwf.nl

Suresh Babu | WWF-India  
E-mail: suresh@wwfindia.net

Rajesh Sada | WWF-Nepal  
E-mail: rajesh.sada@wwfnepal.org


