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Action for Dolphins (AFD) is a marine mammal protection charity based in Melbourne and London.

AFD work to stop cruelty towards, and gain legal protection for, dolphins and small cetaceans. Our 

major campaigns include an ongoing legal action in Taiji, Japan against the world’s largest dolphin 

hunts, and working to end dolphin captivity in Australia. We are also conducting a feasibility study 

into building Australia’s first sea-pen sanctuary which could retire the five remaining dolphins in 

captivity in New South Wales into an ocean home. 

AFD also work to remove shark nets and lethal drumlines along the east coast of Australia, and host 

beach clean up events to raise awareness around plastic pollution and its devastating effects on 

marine life.

About AFD
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Action for Dolphins’ Ethical Tourism Guide has been created to assist anyone going on a dolphin 

watching or swimming tour in Australia. Using our guide, you can ensure you pick an operator that is 

working within approved ethical guidelines and is properly taking into account the welfare of 

dolphins.

Dolphins are highly intelligent animals with unique personalities1. It is vital human impact is kept to a 

minimum when interacting with dolphins in the wild. Adherence of operators to regulations and 

recommendations can minimise the human impacts on these beautiful animals, and make sure they 

continue to frequent Australian waters. 

Dolphins consistently invoke positive emotions and reactions from humans2. When people spend 

time with wild dolphins it often correlates to long term positive environmental actions and increased 

consideration for our wildlife3. An increase in appreciation, knowledge, and awareness leads to an 

increase in personal responsibility to the environment and can have ongoing positive impact. 

Introduction

1 Birgersson, S (2011), ‘Personality assessment and interactions in eight captive bottlenose 
dolphins (Tursiops truncatus)’,Linköpings universitet, pp. 1-25;  Herman, LM (2006), Part VI: 
Intelligence and rational behaviour in the bottlenosed dolphin, Oxford: Oxford University Press

2 DeMares, R, & Krycka, K (1998), ‘Wild-animal-triggered peak experiences: Transpersonal 
aspects’, Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, vol. 30, no. 2, pp. 161-177

3 Pratt, S & Suntikul, W, (2016), ‘Can Marine Wildlife Tourism Provide an “Edutaining” Experience?’, 
Journal of Travel & Tourism Marketing, vol. 33, no. 6, pp. 867-884
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Why see dolphins in the wild?

Scientific studies suggest dolphins suffer in captivity4. When highly intelligent, migratory dolphins 
are confined to swimming pools, they can suffer stress, health issues, and boredom5

. 

Habitat size restriction, unnatural and forced social groupings, and a lack of natural environment 

and stimulus are all factors that contribute to a low quality of life. The majority of dolphins kept in 

captivity in Australia are bottlenose dolphins and are not endangered. There is no conservation 

benefit to breeding them in captivity.

There is growing concern on a global scale for the welfare of animals in both captive and wild 

environments. Many countries have already banned captive dolphin shows, including the UK, 

Switzerland, India, and Norway. 

There is the opportunity to see dolphins in the wild in every state in Australia. Dolphin watching tours 

often involve travelling on a boat or kayak to see dolphins in their natural habitat - some tours even 

allow you to hop into the water to have a closer encounter. 

However, there are some really important things to consider before booking your trip.

4 Senate Select Committee on Animal Welfare (1985), Dolphins and Whales in Captivity, <https://
www.aph.gov.au/binaries/senate/committee/history/animalwelfare_ctte/
dolphins_whales_in_captivity/00contents.pdf> 

5 Weaver, A (2010), ‘Trauma Among the Animals’, Journal of Trauma Counseling International, vol. 
3, no. 1, pp. 1-10; Senate Select Committee on Animal Welfare (1985); RSPCA 2017, Research 
Report: The Welfare of Dolphins in Captivity, <https://kb.rspca.org.au/what-is-the-rspcas-view-
on-dolphins-in-captivity_635.html> 
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At a glance

The operator should not: 

The operator should:

X Feed the dolphins

X Encourage touching of the dolphins 

X Chase the dolphins 

X Use personalised motorised vehicles (such as jet skis), or parasailing equipment 

X Allow their vessel to get closer than 50m to any dolphin or 150m if there are dolphin calves present, unless 
the dolphins choose to approach the boat

X Allow swimmers to get into the water within 50m of any dolphin.

✓ Have an eco-certification 

✓ Minimise their impact on nature 

✓ Allow interactions to happen on the dolphins’ terms  

✓ Have authorisation from a relevant authority 

✓ Commit to sustainable practices (eg. low energy use, low waste, proper disposal of waste)

✓ Educate visitors on the local species, habitats, threats to local areas and conservation status of local region

✓ Bonus if they’re conducting their own research or helping research groups!
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AFD wild encounter guidelines 

1. Distance from the dolphins

Does the vessel stay a safe distance from the dolphins?

Keeping a safe distance is extremely important in ensuring the behaviour of dolphins aren’t 
affected. Studies have shown when boats approach dolphins too closely the  dolphins tend to 
group together as they perceive their safety is compromised6. 

Distraction by boats can divert dolphins from vital behaviours such as feeding and parental care7. 
Disruption of fundamental activities cause energy expenditure and in turn, can affect the health of 
the dolphins8.

The Australian National Guidelines for Dolphin and Whale Watching9 outline clear directions 
regarding vessel interaction with dolphins. Vessels must allow dolphins to move freely without 
being chased or harassed if they choose not to interact. The No Approach Zone includes an area 
50m on either side of the dolphin, behind the dolphin or in line with the direction the dolphin is 
going (see Figure 1). 

6 Steckenreuter, A, Harcourt, R & Möller, L (2011), ‘Distance does matter: close approaches by 
boats impede feeding and resting behaviour of Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphins’, Wildlife Research, 
vol. 38, no. 6, pp. 455-463

7 Ibid, 2011

8 Filby, N, Christiansen, F, Stockin, K & Scarpaci, C (2017), ‘Effects of swim-with-dolphin tourism 
on the behaviour of a threatened species, the Burrunan dolphin Tursiops Australis’, Endangered 
Species Research, vol. 32, pp. 479–490; Filby, N, Stockin, K & Scarpaci, C (2014), Long-term 
responses of Burrunan dolphins (Tursiops australis) to swim-with dolphin tourism in Port Phillip 
Bay, Victoria, Australia: A population at risk’, Global Ecology and Conservation, vol. 2, no., pp. 62-71 

9 Department of Environment and Energy (2017), Australian National Guidelines for Whale and 
Dolphin Watching,  <http://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/7f15bfc1-
ed3d-40b6-a177-c81349028ef6/files/aust-national-guidelines-whale-dolphin-
watching-2017.pdf> 

6

http://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/7f15bfc1-ed3d-40b6-a177-c81349028ef6/files/aust-national-guidelines-whale-dolphin-watching-2017.pdf
http://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/7f15bfc1-ed3d-40b6-a177-c81349028ef6/files/aust-national-guidelines-whale-dolphin-watching-2017.pdf
http://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/7f15bfc1-ed3d-40b6-a177-c81349028ef6/files/aust-national-guidelines-whale-dolphin-watching-2017.pdf


When there are calaves present, the vessel must not enter the caution zone either. This is because vessels 
can distract from parental care, and as calves are more inquisitive and less cautious of boats, they are 
more susceptible to injury (see Figure 2).

Figure 1. Vessel approach distances to dolphins. (Department of Environment and Energy 2017 page 11).
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Figure 2. Vessel approach distances to dolphin calves (Department of Environment and Energy 2017 page 11). 

If the dolphin shows signs of disturbance, the operator should retreat from the pod and cease 
attempts to view the dolphins. 



In order to ensure the safety and sustainability of dolphin swims, the guidelines state authorised 

swimming programs should include: 

The guidelines also specify certain considerations with dolphin swimming operations:   

✓ Authorisation from a relevant authority

✓ A comprehensive risk assessment and risk management plan

✓ Appropriately trained captain and guides   

✓ An ongoing research program to monitor dolphin responses to swimmers  

✓ Adaptive management to ensure compliance occurs and negative impacts are avoided.

✓ Limits on the numbers of vessels and swimmers in the water depending on size of pod and area

✓ Maximum amount of time spent with each pod 

✓ Establishment of no approach times (e.g. when dolphins are feeding or resting) 

✓ Distance of swimmers to animals (swimmers should not enter the water closer than 30m to any dolphin) 

✓  Use of mermaid lines or boom nets. 

Are swimmers a safe distance from the dolphins? 

When proper considerations are made, visitors can have a fulfilling and respectful experience 

swimming with dolphins in the ocean. Operators should stop the boat a safe distance away from any 

dolphins (100m), and allow them to swim up to the boat. Guidelines from the Department of 

Environment and Energy (2017) recommend swimmers, snorkelers and divers should not enter the 

water closer than 50m to a dolphin, and should not approach closer than 30m to any animal. If the 

dolphin chooses to approach the swimmer or pass by, the person must avoid touching or swimming 

towards it.
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2. Vessel type 

Vessels prohibited for use in dolphin watching include all personal motorised equipment (such as jet 

skis), parasails, and any remotely operated craft
10

. 

Low noise impact vessels are recommended as underwater noise pollution can affect dolphins, 

interrupting communication, hunting, and navigation
11

. In extreme cases, noise can cause 

distribution changes and displacement of dolphins from areas12.

10 Department of Environment and Energy, 2017

11 Weilgart, L (2007),  ‘A Brief Review of Known Effects of Noise on Marine Mammals’, International 
Journal of Comparative Psychology, vol. 20, no. 2, pp. 159-168
12 Rako, N, Fortuna, CM, Holcer, D, Mackelworth, D, Nimak-Wood, W,  Pleslić, G, Sebastianutto, L, 
Vilibić, I, Wiemann, A & Picciulin, M (2013), ‘Leisure boating noise as a trigger for the displacement 
of the bottlenose dolphins of the Cres–Lošinj archipelago (northern Adriatic Sea, Croatia)’, Marine 
Pollution Bulletin, vol. 68, no. 1-2, pp. 77-84

9



3. Touching the dolphins

The operator should never allow visitors to chase or touch dolphins as this can lead to stress and 

disruption of behaviour. It’s important to remember interaction should be on the dolphins’ terms. 

Touching dolphins also runs the risk of transfering zoonotic diseases between human and dolphin, 

such as human skin irritations and fungal, bacterial and viral infections in dolphins13.

4. Feeding the dolphins

Dolphins should not be encouraged or coerced by food or any other incentive to approach humans. 

Food rewards disrupt the natural lives of the dolphins by altering their behaviour to be  accustomed 

to regular feeding and habituation with humans. Sonja Eisfeld-Pierantonio of Whale and Dolphin 

Conservation describes why training wild dolphins in this way poses a threat to their welfare, “Wild 

dolphins conditioned to seek food from humans can become less willing to hunt for themselves and 

may not teach their young vital hunting skills. They learn to beg for a living, losing their fear of 

humans.”

Along with changes to their natural feeding habits, feeding can also increase likelihood for injuries 

from vessels, lead to ‘pushy’ behaviour
14

, and can lead to transfer of zoonotic diseases.

Feeding wild dolphins is banned in South Australia, Victoria, and New South Wales, but it still occurs 

in Queensland and Western Australia. AFD recommends tourists do not visit operators that feed wild 

dolphins.  

13 Waltzek, TB, Cortés-Hinojosa, G, Wellehan Jr, JF, & Gray, GC (2012), ‘Marine Mammal Zoonoses: 
A Review of Disease Manifestations’. Zoonoses and Public Health, vol. 59, no. 8, pp. 521-535

14 Orams, MB, & University of Queensland (thesis) (1995), ‘Managing interaction between wild 
dolphins and tourists at a dolphin feeding program, Tangalooma, Australia: the development and 
application of an education program for tourists, and an assessment of ‘pushy’ dolphin behaviour. 
Brisbane: University of Queensland
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✓ Commit to sustainable practices (eg. low energy use, low waste, proper disposal of waste)

✓ Provide conservation education (including information on local species, habitats, behaviours, threats to local 
areas and conservation status of local region)

✓ Conducting own research or affiliated with a marine conservation research group.
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5. Eco certifications 

Operators committed to sustainable, nature-based tourism often hold an eco-tourism or advanced 

eco-tourism certification. If you are  unsure whether  an operator has one of these certifications - 

just ask before you book! 

The ‘Principles of Ecotourism’ (The International Ecotourism Society 2018): 

✓ Minimize physical, social, behavioral, and psychological impacts

✓ Build environmental and cultural awareness and respect

✓ Provide positive experiences for both visitors and hosts

✓ Provide direct financial benefits for conservation in the area

✓ Generate financial benefits for both local people and private industry

✓ Deliver memorable interpretative experiences to visitors that help raise sensitivity to local political, 
environmental, and social climates

✓ Design, construct and operate low-impact facilities

✓ Recognize the rights and spiritual beliefs of the Indigenous People in the community and work in partnership 
with them to create empowerment.

AFD’s added principles:



AFD Approved Wild Encounters 

AFD is proud to have Dolphin Swim Australia, Polperro Dolphin Swims, Temptation Sailing, and 
Dolphin Watch Cruises Jervis Bay as members of our Approved Wild Encounters program.

We have personally certified they are responsible operators offering an ethical experience. 

 Dolphin Swim Australia (NSW)

Sharing the water with dolphins is an unforgettable experience - and at Dolphin Swim Australia (DSA) 

you can swim with them knowing that you are with a sustainable and ethical operator. DSA never 

entice the dolphins with food or other means, so you know they are approaching you on their own 

terms.

Swimmers wear a mask and snorkel and hold onto a rope stretched between the two bows of a large 

catamaran as it moves through the water. The dolphins freely choose to bow-ride and swimmers can 

find themselves surrounded by dolphins, viewing them at a close range underwater.

After stringent examination of the swim protocols and safety management, the Marine Parks 

Authority NSW and NSW National Parks & Wildlife Service granted DSA’s permit to swim with 

dolphins. DSA have a strict adherence to guidelines and ensure the safety of all the dolphins during 

their swims. With expert local and species knowledge and a history of good practices, DSA are a 

prime choice to witness dolphins in their natural habitat.

DSA are eco-certified and certified by the Global Sustainable Tourism Council. They openly oppose 

cetacean captivity.

If you are lucky enough to go on a dolphin swim with DSA, you may come across two types of dolphins 

in the Port Stephens Great Lakes Marine Park:
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Short Beaked Common Dolphin Common Bottlenose Dolphin



Share an incredible moment with a dolphin in the water - or watch from the boat. Either way, we 
guarantee you will have a fantastic time! 
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An incredible underwater experience with Dolphin Swim Australia. Photo by: Dolphin Swim Australia

Site: http://dolphinswimaustralia.com.au/
Phone: 1300 721 358
Email: info@dolphinswimaustralia.com.au



Common Bottlenose Dolphins

Since the late 1990s Dolphin Watch Cruises has been involved in a number of leading marine 
mammal research projects, including an influential study conducted by Macquarie University 
examining wild dolphin behaviours. Their important contributions have helped develop a broader 
understanding of dolphin behaviour in Australia.

Dolphin Watch Cruises help rescue injured and sick dolphins in the area, and have a strong rapport 
with local rescue groups such as the Organisation for the Rescue and Research of Cetaceans 
Australia (ORRCA). They are leaders in the industry, with Advanced Eco-Tourism accreditation and 
numerous regional, state and national awards - including a Gold Winner award in the South Coast 
Tourism Awards.

This is a wild dolphin encounter not to be missed when visiting Jervis Bay!

Dolphin Watch Cruises Jervis Bay (NSW)

Dolphin Watch Cruises has been operating in Jervis Bay for 28 years. Participants do not enter the 

water. You marvel from the boat instead, while knowledgeable tour operators share information 

about environmental concerns and protection in the Jervis Bay area. 

Passengers are likely to see a local pod of bottlenose dolphins made up of individuals ranging from 

newborn calves to at least 40 years old. They swim in pristine waters amongst seagrass meadows. 

You may also be lucky enough to see a range of sea birds and other local wildlife while on board.

If you head out with Dolphin Watch Cruises, you are likely to see:
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Marvel at dolphins from the boat. Photo credit: dolphinwatch.com.au

Site: https://www.dolphinwatch.com.au/
Phone: (02) 4441 6311
Email: cruises@dolphinwatch.com.au



Polperro Dolphin Swims (VIC)

Polperro Dolphin Swims are a family owned operation that have three decades of experience in Port 

Phillip Bay, Victoria. They operate a vessel that generations of dolphins have come to know and 

cruise at only 5 knots, with minimal disturbance to the marine environment.

They offer both dolphin and seal swims. Or if you’d prefer to stay dry, you can sightsee from on board 

and learn about marine conservation.

Polperro are dedicated to sustainability, conservation, and education. By limiting the amount of 

people on their trips, they seek to minimise environmental impact and impinge on the daily lives of 

the dolphins as little as possible. Polperro were the first swim tour operator in the Bay and have 

developed practices that have contributed to the safety and protection of both passengers and 

dolphins. They are also a vocal opponent of cetacean captivity.

Polperro seek to ensure their trips are both environmentally informative and environmentally 

supportive. They show their customers how human activities have ramifications for the Bay’s 

ecosystem and the wider marine environment and suggest alternative behaviours that mitigate 

these impacts. They have also participated in interventions with sick, stranded or injured wildlife in 

the area. 

Polperro have achieved Advanced Ecotourism accreditation and won many awards in sustainability 

and tourism, including the Environment and Sustainability Award for the South-East Region in 2012. 

The team are committed to ensuring the health and stability of dolphins in the area by assisting with 

research and data collection.

If you head out with Polperro, you can expect to come across: 

Common Bottlenose Dolphin Burrunan Dolphin
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Polperro is committed to the highest standards of environmental and customer care, as well as 

passenger safety. It is a wonderfully authentic wildlife tour that is both educational and enjoyable to 

swimmers and sightseers - the hot, freshly baked-aboard scones are just the cherry on top!

Marvel at dolphins from the boat. Photo credit: polperro.com.au

Site: https://polperro.com.au/
Phone: (03) 5988 8437
Email: crew@polperro.com.au
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Temptation Sailing (SA)

Temptation Sailing have been running dolphin swims since 2002. They follow appropriate 

government guidelines to ensure their operations are sustainable and have minimal impact on local 

marine life. Temptation Sailing conduct their swims on the dolphins’ terms. They are against any 

form of dolphin captivity, for research or entertainment.

Temptation Sailing is the only vessel permitted to operate in a certain area along the Adelaide 

coastline, and limit swims to once per day in the morning. Swimmers hold onto a line behind a slow 

moving boat. Dolphins are able to approach on their own terms and come and go as they please. Over 

the course of many cruises, Temptation Sailing have built a relationship with local pods.

Part of the organisation’s profits go towards dolphin research, contributing to sustainability and 

environmental awareness in the area. With interactions always on the dolphins’ terms, you can be 

sure you’re receiving an ethical and non-invasive experience.

17



Temptation Sailing have an Advanced Eco-tourism certification and won executive South Australian Tourism 

Awards from 2004-2006. They have even been inducted into the South Australia Tourism Hall of Fame.

Get up close to dolphins with Temptation Sailing. Photo by: Temptation Sailing

17

Short Beaked Common Dolphin Common Bottlenose Dolphin

At Temptation Sailing, you can expect to come across:

Site: https://dolphinboat.com.au/
Phone: +61 0412 811 838
Email: info@dolphinboat.com.au
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