
1,000 WHALE SHARKS SLAUGHTERED IN INDIA 
Eu rop ean 

Ban Leads 

Fishermen 

to Discover 

New Use for 

“ S a c r e d 

Fish” 
 
by Janyala 
Sreenivas 
 

A couple of 
years ago, the 

whale shark was a good omen for the fishermen of Veraval.  
A sighting of the gigantic fish meant a good catch. Today, the 
whale shark (Rhincodon typus) which was once considered 
`sacred' itself is the good catch. Behind this turnaround is a 
story scripted by the European Economic Community. 
 
For the Gujarat fishermen, the discovery of whale shark as a 
source of income comes at a time when fish exports to 
Europe had been falling because of the European Economic 
Community's insistence on strict hygienic standards. A 
committee had visited the fishing centers, found the hygienic 
standards here sub-standard and imposed a ban on the 
exports from the region. 
 
The exporters soon found a market in East Asia. What 
Taiwan, Malaysia and the east Asian countries were looking 
for was something which is seen off the Veraval coast but 
never hunted: the Barrel, as they call whale sharks. 
 
So they, the fishermen in mechanized boats, spot a shoal of 
whale sharks, playing off the Veraval coast, dipping in and 
out of water. A full-throated cry from the head fisherman 

points in their direction, and the 
boats rush in for the kill, hurling 
harpoons and spears into the head 
of a 20-foot creature. 
 
Amidst the fishermen's victory cry, 
the huge fish tries desperately to 
free itself from the harpoons, driven 
deep into its head. With each 
passing minute, its efforts weaken 
until, almost lifeless, it is towed to 
the coast. There, it is auctioned, cut 
into pieces and sent to processing 
units within hours. 
 
Harbor officials estimate that in the 
last year about 1,000 whale sharks 
have been hunted off the 
Sauashtra coast by fishermen from 
Veraval, Okha and Jakhau.   
Scientists at the Marine Research 
Institute, Veraval, say the landings 
have drastically increased over the 
past six months. "Whale sharks 
weighing up to 7 to 10 tons are 
c o m m o n .  A  1 5 - t o n e r  i s 
exceptionally big and comes in 
occasionally," said a scientist. 
 
No sooner does a fish reach the 
coast than bidding begins. "The 
price depends on the size. A 25- 
footer can fetch up to Rs 1.30 lakh 
($ 3,023 U.S.) while a small five-
footer may fetch Rs 20,000 ($ 465 
U.S.)," says Ramji, an agent who 

© SRI 1999 

S h a r k  R e s e a r c h  I n s t i t u t e  G l o b a l  H e a d q u a r t e r s  
P . O .  B o x  4 0 ,  P r i n c e t o n ,  N e w  J e r s e y  0 8 5 4 0 ,  U S A  

Shark Research Institute 

Newsletter 

Volume 8, No. 2 



W HALE  SHARKS . . .CONT   

Shark Research Institute Page 2 

bids on behalf of fish processing units 
at the jetty. 
 
Premjk Marji, another agent at Bidiya 
Bandar jetty, which is especially known 
for the big landings, says the bids have 
increased drastically over the past few 
months, as the fishermen have realised 
that the whale shark meat has got a 
wide export market. 
 
Within hours, the fish is stripped of fins 
and leather, and cut, and the pieces 
quickly transported to the fish 
processing units, where these are 
frozen and sent for export within 24 
hours. 
 
Almost every inch of the whale shark 
has value. Says Ramesh Chopadtar of 
Elite Exports: "The leather, liver, bones, 
fins, meat — every part of the whale 
shark has a demand.  The main export 
markets are Taiwan, Malaysia and 
eastern countries where fin soup and 
other delicacies are made." 
 
Joe Kizhakudan, a scientist at the 
Marine Research Institute, says that 
right from the leather to the cartilage, 
the whale shark fetches a very high 
price internationally. 
 
The fins can fetch thousands of rupees.  
According to the owner of a fish 
processing unit, exporters get 10 times 
the price they pay to the fishermen. 
 
The whale shark's status on the World 
Conservation Union's Red List is 
desc r ibed  as  " i nde te rm ina te " .  
According to sources in the Central 
Institute of Fisheries Technology, there 
is an increasing concern in other 
countries that whale shark population 
may be depleting to dangerous levels. 
 
Sources at the institute says whale 
shark hunting is banned in Taiwan and 
other east Asian countries. 
 

From The Indian Express, New Delhi: 
Monday March 29, 1999  - Front page 
 

Editor’s note: SRI was contacted by 
Sandeep Unnithan, a senior reporter from 
the Indian Express newspaper, and sent 
him some sample whale shark tags. (SRI 
has tagged more than 200 whale sharks off 
South Africa, Mozambique and Seychelles, 
some of which were resighted in the 
Maldives, just south of India. We’ve also 
deployed satellite tags on three sharks off 
Mozambique and all three sharks were 
heading north.) Sandeep planned to take 
SRI tags to Veraval and search for tags 
retrieved from harpooned sharks. All of our 
field bases in the Indian Ocean recorded 
declines of whale sharks this past season. 

Within hours, the 

fish is stripped of 

fins and leather, 

and cut, and the 

pieces quickly 

transported to 

the fish 

processing units 

A Very Special Evening  
with Stan Waterman 

Thanks to our May 13th fundraiser at 
the Explorers Club in New York, A Very 
Special Evening with Stan Waterman, 
Operation Whale Shark - SRI’s 
Caribbean whale shark tagging 
program, received a healthy financial 
boost. Stan, President of SRI, 
presented some of his favorite films 
about sharks, as well as his footage of 
the never-before-recorded mass 
movement at dusk of thousands of 
sharks in the waters of Cocos Island. 
Dr. Alex Antoniou presented a short 
film, narrated by Stan, “Operation 

Stan Waterman, SRI President; Marie Levine, SRI 

Executive Director; Alex Antoniou, Project Director 
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Whale Shark”, that describes SRI’s 
tagging program off Utila, Bay Islands, 
Honduras. The program, speakers, 
food and venue were superb, and 
Ocean Pals donated posters by area 
school children illustrating the plight of 
sharks.   
 
We’d like to take this opportunity to 
thank Stan for a very special evening 
indeed, the many sponsors of the 
event: Lee Baltin, Gail Barranda, Doug 
& Gayle Batchelor, Martin & Thomas 
Bellew, Beneath the Sea, Inc., Berger 
Brothers Camera, PADI Project 
AWARE Foundation, Dr. Susan 
Cropper, Dive Safaris Worldwide, Dive 
Training Magazine, Dr. Sylvia A. Earle, 
Robin Ernst, Barbara R. Greenberg, Dr. 
Robert W. Gunn, John K. Haslach, Ben 
& Anne Hone, Helga Kelm, Dr. Lewis 
Levine, Jonathan & Elizabeth Marks, 
Robert  A.  Maschke, Jr . ,  The 
Philanthropic Group, Princeton Tec, 
Maurice & Eleanore Rosenthal, Sophia 
A. Scarpelli, The Society of Aquatic 
Veterinary Medicine, Dr. Noel Taylor, 
Leigh Wise, Harry White and Hugo 
Zaledzieski, and the staff of both SRI 
and the Explorers Club! 

� On Saturday afternoon May 1, 1999 
a surfer was bitten by a shark at Boa 
Viagem beach in Recife, Brazil.  
Charles Barbosa Pires (21) was 
surfing with two friends about 100 m 
from the beach when a 2.5-m shark 
bit his right leg. The surfer beat the 
shark away, but then it turned back 
and bit him again, severing his hands.  
The surfer survived; he was rescued 
by three lifeguards, one of whom said 
that the incident involved two sharks. 
Of the 30 cases reported in this area 
in the 1990s in which tooth fragments 
of a shark were recovered, tiger 

sharks and bull sharks were involved.  
Reported by Otto Gadig, BRAZIL 
 
� On May 30, 1999, a young windsurfer 
from Adelaide was thought to have 
been killed by a shark off South 
Australia's Yorke Peninsula. The 
shredded wetsuit, scratched sailboard 
and torn harness provided clues to the 
fate of 22-year-old TV sound recordist 
Tony Donoghue, who went missing 
while windsurfing in Hardwicke Bay, on 
the peninsula's west coast. 
 
The sailboarder disappeared about 2:30 
pm and the authorities were notified at 5 
pm ACST. Within hours, a search by a 
Polair helicopter, sea rescue and local 
volunteers found Mr Donoghue's 
damaged sailboard about three km from 
where he was last seen, said Sgt 
Williams. Three km farther south 
searchers found his harness with rips 
and tears consistent with a shark attack. 
Another six km south, searchers found 
part of a wetsuit which had been "totally 
slashed up", Sgt Williams said. "There's 
no doubt he was taken by a shark," 
police spokesman Sergeant Steve 
Williams said of Donoghue. "(Police) 
don't hold out any hope that they'll find 
him or even part of his body."  
Local fishermen believed that the 
windsurfer was taken by a white shark, 
a species seen regularly in Hardwicke 
Bay.  
Reported by James Morris 

SRI maintains the 

GSAF as a resource 

for researchers, 

physicians and the 

media to provide 

accurate information 

about these incidents 

OPERATION  WHALE  

SHARK. . . from page  4  

SRI teams in South Africa, Mozambique 
and Seychelles, and the tag on the 
shark was clearly visible to personnel on 
the support boat! 
 

For more information about Operation Whale 
Shark, contact Alex Antoniou at 
antoniou@sharks.org 
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To date, SRI teams have tagged more 
than 200 whale sharks in the Indian 
Ocean, and satellite-tagged three whale 
sharks there as well. In April 1998, the 
tagging program expanded into 
Caribbean waters under the direction of 
Dr. Alex Antoniou, SRI Field Director for 
Caribbean operations. Between April 
1998 and February 1999, Alex, field 
researchers Sandra Mihalenko and Tom 
Clarke, Jim Engel, owner of Utila Lodge 
and two of his divemasters, Cecil Lyons 
and Neil Brown, tagged eight whale 
sharks, collected tissue samples for 
DNA analysis from the sharks, and 
deployed the first satellite tag on a 
whale shark in the Caribbean. 
 
Utila Lodge, now an SRI Field Station, 
was used as the base of operations to 
test a new type of visual ID tag on whale 
sharks on May 21, 1999. Previously, the 
Caribbean team used visual ID tags 
manufactured by the South African Field 
Station. Recognizing that a higher 
visibility passive tag would increase the 
number of resightings of tagged whale 
sharks, Alex began experimenting with 
alternative designs some months ago.  
HQ had a number of yellow and black 

plastic placard-tags supplied by Floy Tag 
Company, manufactured for use on 
basking sharks and purchased in the 
early 1990s for the South African team 
for sea trials on whale sharks. Although 
they were highly visible underwater, the 
tags proved very difficult to insert 
because the placards fluttered in the 
water during deployment and the tag-
anchors scarcely penetrated the thick 
hide of the sharks. Subsequently, the SA 
team developed an entirely new tag 
specifically for use in whale sharks.   
 
The new tags utilize the high-visibility 
placards in combination with a new type 
of anchor head and special applicator 
developed and manufactured by Piotr 
Nawrot of Rutgers University. The 
tagging technique and method of 
application is identical to that used by the 

Whale shark 

#153P tagged 

with the new 

placard tag 

seen at the 

base of the 

dorsal fin. 

OPERATION   

WHALE  SHARK  

Cont. on page 3 


