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ABSTRACT

The dugong (Dugong dugon, Muller 1776) is a mammal considered Vulnerable globally and Endan-
gered locally. In Sri Lanka, dugongs are found in calm shallow waters of the Northwest, North and
east coast viz., from Kalpitiya to Jaffna with sporadic reports from the east coast. It is one of the least
known mammals occurring in the Sri Lankan seas and there exists large gaps in the scientific knowl-
edge of this animal. The fishermen of the north and east coasts of the island are the people who come
into direct contact with these animals in their day to day lives Therefore, ethnobological studies in in-
digenous communities have been conducted regarding the knowledge, perceptions and beliefs of these
individuals toward the dugongs are invaluable when assessing the threats faced by these animals and
formulating conservation plans. A standardized questionnaire was used to collect data from fishermen
inhabiting the north and east coasts of the island. The questions were structured to extract and assess
the local knowledge on the biological and ecological aspects of the dugongs while simultaneously gath-
ering details of the backgrounds of the fishermen.185 fishermen were interviewed. 100% of the inter-
viewed fishermen said that their parents and grandparents had been fishermen themselves. 92.44% of
the fishermen said they could correctly identify a dugong from a dolphin while 7.56% replied in the
negative. 100% of the fishermen responded saying that they knew of seagrass beds and 100% again
said that they are important. 100% said that they fish in seagrass areas as well. Furthermore, 100%
knew of seagrass beds off the coasts of their villages. There is a correlation between the knowledge of
the fishermen with the number of years of experience in fishing. This indigenous knowledge can be
used to identify the threats and conserve the dugong population. In fact the fishing community can be
used to conserve the endangered dugong population by positively changing their knowledge, attitudes
and practices.
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