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Malaysia is home to 27 different species of
marine mammals. Dolphin research in Peninsular
Malaysia began back in 2010 in Langkawi Island
by researchers of the MareCet Research and
Conservation Organization, an NGO in Malaysia
focusing on research and conservation of marine
mammals. Previous dolphin research in Malaysia
focused on the abundance, distribution, social
structure and conservation of species like the
Indo-Pacific humpback dolphin (Sousa chinensis),
Irrawaddy dolphins (Orcaella brevirostris) and
Indo-Pacific finless porpoises (Neophocaena
phocaenoides). However, there has been limited
acoustic research on the overall dolphin
populations in Peninsular Malaysia including a
knowledge gap of underwater noise impacts on
the animals.

I had always been interested in studying
dolphin acoustics and knew I wanted to further my
studies and research on the dolphins found in
Malaysia. Thus, after discussion with Dr Louisa
Ponnampalam, the co-founder of MareCet, we
decided that I would be trained by bioacoustician
researchers in Kyoto University, which led me to
pursue my PhD degree under the supervision of Dr
Kotaro Ichikawa and Dr Satoko Kimura in the

further understanding

Environmental

Fisheries and Oceanography
Laboratory. My research topic focuses on
determining the acoustic behaviour of both the
Indo-Pacific humpback dolphin and Irrawaddy
dolphin in the wild under varying parameters (e.g.
behaviour and group size) and also the impacts of
underwater noise on these two species. This would
be the first study of its kind ever done in Peninsular
Malaysia. It has been two years since I began in
Kyoto University and I have learned so much from
both supervisors.

Previously, I carried out three fieldwork
surveys in my study site in Langkawi Island and
also the adjacent mainland waters (Kuala Perlis -
Kuala Kedah). These surveys were carried out in
June and September 2019 and February 2020.
The device my supervisors and I decided that I
should be using for fieldwork was the Aquafeeler
IV amplifier along with a pair of AQH-100
hydrophones (AquaSound). This device allows me
to record dolphin sounds up to 48kHz. During my



first survey in June 2019 where I tested the device
at the study site, I felt extremely nervous as it
would be the first time I would be recording
dolphins during focal follows. When a group of
dolphins were spotted, the hydrophones were
deployed on both sides of the both down to 2m
underwater. Thankfully I had a great team and had
Dr Louisa during past surveys to supervise me on
site. Even though we did not find dolphins on
certain days and experienced bad weather, the
surveys went well nonetheless and we managed
to record amazing sounds produced by these
dolphins.

In February 2020, two of the Fisheries
and Environmental Oceanography lab members
decided to join me on survey in Malaysia. It was
Matsunami san'’s first time in Malaysia and Sagara
san’s first time doing dolphin research in Langkawi
as she had previously assisted Dr Kotaro Ichikawa
in Johor for dugong survey.

Matsunami san was pleased to not only see
dolphins but so many other wildlife in Langkawi
such as sea eagles, kingfisher birds, owls etc.
Sagara san on the other hand was excited to finally
be in Langkawi as her Master’s research was based
on dolphin data collected in Langkawi back in
2012/2013. I  believe they both enjoyed
themselves and appreciated being on survey and I
was thankful to have them onboard to assist with
the hydrophone deployment.

All in all, the past three surveys carried
out was fruitful as many sounds from the Indo-
Pacific humpback dolphins were collected.
Unfortunately, during these surveys, Irrawaddy
dolphins were harder to follow and lesser sounds
were recorded compared to the Indo-Pacific
humpback dolphins. The current COVID-19
pandemic has hindered our aim to carry out a
survey in July 2020, but we are staying optimistic
and hope that there will be another survey by the
end of the year. However, this gives me the
opportunity to fully focus on analyzing the
collected data and am currently finding interesting
outcomes from them, so stay tuned to find out
more about my results in future scientific papers!
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