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Shark Conservation a Critical Issue Worldwide 

Scientists at the University of Dalhousie (Nova 
Scotia), searching through 15 years of logbooks 
maintained by fishing vessels longlining for tuna and 
swordfish in the North Atlantic, documented a 
precipitous drop in shark populations. Of the 17 
shark species studied, all but two have seen their 
numbers slashed in half in less than two decades.  
Hammerhead sharks showed the most serious 
decline with an 89 percent decrease in population 
since 1986.  
 

The U.S. National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) 
has been following the decline of sharks in North 
Atlantic fishing areas, but the state of some species, 
such as the hammerhead, remained unclear. 
Pelagic or oceanic sharks (sharks that range across 
the open ocean) were an even bigger mystery.  
 

To determine the status of sharks, the team pored 
through fishing logbooks from the NMFS. The boats 
of U.S. pelagic longline fleets, or boats that fish the 
open ocean, record the number and species of fish 
that are caught. The longlines, which dangle 
hundreds of hooks into the water, are set to catch 
swordfish and tuna. Sharks also feed on the bait and 
fishermen record these accidental hookings, called 

bycatch, in their logbooks along with their regular 
hauls. The researchers also looked at shark counts 
from trained shark observers that sail on some 
fishing boats, considered under-reported shark 
catches in logbooks, and checked seasonal 
changes and fishing conditions that might skew the 
statistics.  
  

All sharks falling into the category of large coastal 
species also dwindled by more than half. “Coastal 
species are going downhill because fisheries are 
covering their entire range,” said biologist Julia 
Baum, lead author of the study that appeared in 
the January 17, 2003 issue of the journal, Science.  
 

“The study marks the first time anything has been 
recorded for thresher sharks and oceanic white 
tips,” Baum said. The numbers of sharks in these 
two groups, both oceanic, dropped by more than 
two-thirds. The two species of mako shark were 
the only ones that declined by less than 50 
percent. 
 

(Editors Note: Drastic declines in shark populations 
have been recorded elsewhere. SRI’s five-year 
aerial study along the coast of South Africa 
documented a 77.7% decline in whale sharks. At 
the conclusion of the SRI study, South Africa’s 
Marine and Coastal Management (MCM) 
continued the aerial program. When SRI and MCM 
data were combined, they indicated the whale 
shark population dropped 83% over an eight-year 
period.) 
 

The result: a gloomy forecast for sharks. “We 
found they're declining at a phenomenal rate,” said 
co-author Ransom Myers. The researchers are 
now comparing the current shark numbers to 
counts gathered from U.S. government fisheries 
surveys in the 1950s. This snapshot of the sharks' 
past provides an even bleaker view on their 



Carolyn Nickels has joined 
the staff of SRI as Marketing 
and Development Officer. 
An active volunteer for SRI, 
she has also worked for 
Beneath the Sea and the 
Artificial Reef Project. 
Carolyn conducted two 
successful fundraisers for 
the Shark Research Institute 

in 2001 and 2002, and is planning a third in the 
spring of 2003.    
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  In addition to accepting credit cards - 
MasterCard and Visa - for donations, 
memberships, lifetime whale shark 

adoptions, and expedition registrations, payments 
may be made via our website (www.sharks.org) 
by clicking on the PayPal logo. 

PayPal now accepted 

present state, Myers said. “When we go back, it's 
even worse.”  
 

In addition to bycatch, sharks are also targeted 
species. Commercial fisheries catch some species 
for consumption (despite warnings from the FDA 
regarding their high mercury levels). Shark fins are 
in demand for shark fin soup and bring high profits 
on the Asian market. Both the United States and 
Canada prohibit the finning of live sharks, but the 
shark fin trade has not stopped. 
  

“Sharks are at the top of the ocean food chain,” 
noted Baum. “But they're also really fragile.”  
Sharks grow extremely slowly, taking years to 
reach maturity. Compared to other fish, a shark 
has only a few offspring during its lifetime, making 
it extremely difficult to rebuild a dwindling 
population. Although sharks have lived in the 
oceans since dinosaurs ruled the earth, their low 
reproductive rate makes them especially sensitive 
to a recently introduced predator - humans. 
“Sharks are the most vulnerable species in the 
ocean,” Myers said. “They're going to be the first 
thing you'll see eliminated.” 
 

Fisheries managers have turned to fishing 
regulations and marine reserves to aid other ailing 
species. However, when fishermen go to new 
areas to catch the same amount of fish, they're 
going to affect other species. Reserves designed 
to protect an area for a single species ignores the 
balance of the ocean ecosystem and may shift 
pressure to other threatened species. “Single-
species conservation doesn’t work,” said Baum. 
“Marine reserves that protect several highly 
threatened species might help shelter species in 
trouble, but what’s really needed here is a 
reduction in fishing effort.” 

 

 

GLOBAL SHARK ATTACK FILE 

This newsletter is published four times a year, 
but members will soon have the option of 
receiving it online (saves paper and postage, is 
delivered instantly, and the format allows for in-
depth articles, more photos and even video 
clips.). To receive the online newsletter instead 
of the printed version, simply send an email to 
marie@sharks.org SRI members are also 
encouraged to join SRI’s online newsgroup. 
Newsgroup members receive breaking news, 
action alerts, expedition updates and other 
announcements. To join, send an email to  
antoniou@sharks.org 

SRI ONLINE NEWS 

SRI maintains the Global Shark Attack File (GSAF) 
as a resource for researchers, physicians and the 

media who require accurate information about  
shark attacks. 

 

AUSTRALIA: On January 2, Gabrielle Easton 
was surfing at Sheringa Beach when a 2.5m 
bronze whaler bit her board. She was not injured. 
On January 13, GSAF received a report that a 
scuba diver on the wreck of the St. Paul (off 
Brisbane) was bitten in the groin by a wobbegong 
shark. On February 8, Bob Purcell, 84, was killed 
by a shark (thought to be a +2m bull shark) while 
swimming in Burleigh Lake, part of the inland 
waterway on Queensland’s Gold Coast. February 
11, Tom Plumridge, 24, was swimming in Coogee 
Bay, New South Wales, when his heel, legs and 
buttocks were bitten by grey nurse shark, and the 
same weekend Damien Smith, 37, was wading at 
Goolwa Beach, south of Adelaide, when his ankle 
was lacerated by a small shark. 
 

USA: On February 15, James Bailey, 54, was 
swimming at Jupiter Island, Florida, when his 
hand was bitten by a shark.  
 

Please note:  GSAF has a new case investigator 
in Australia, Dr. Terry Peake. SRI members in 
Australia may report incidents to him online at 
www.auscyber.net/shark 

Carolyn Nickels joins SRI Staff 
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Thank you to our Supporters 

 

   SRI thanks the following sponsors for their  
   continued support: 
 

• Amphibico 
• Berger Brothers Camera 
• C2 Educational Expeditions 
• Freeman Foundation 
• Galapagos Adventures 
• Interdata 
• JBL Enterprises Inc. 
• Microwave Telemetry, Inc. 
• PADI Foundation 
• Project AWARE Foundation 
• The Philanthropic Group 
• YSI, Inc. 

Beneath the Sea, the largest 
consumer dive and travel show 
on the east coast, will take place 
March 28, 29 & 30th at The 
Meadowlands in Secaucus, New 
Jersey. The show features more 
than 300 booths, 62 seminars, 
17 workshops, an evening film show hosted by Al 
Giddings and Dr. Phil Nuytten, Ocean Pals, 
Women Divers Hall of Fame, silent auction, 
parties and door prizes.  
 

Come visit SRI at booth #101, and attend our 
seminars. On Saturday afternoon at 4 pm in the 
Holiday Inn, Dr. Alex Antoniou will present 
Operation Whale Shark. On Sunday afternoon at 
1 pm in Meadowlands Expo Center, Rooms 1 & 
2, he will serve as moderator for a Shark 
Symposium. SRI members on the panel include 
Dr. Erich Ritter, shark behaviorist and chief 
scientist of the Global Shark Attack File; Gary 
Atkinson (Walkers Cay); u/w photographer 
Jonathan Bird; and  Dean Fessler (white sharks & 
sand tiger sharks). At 2 pm, Jonathan Bird will 
present Adventures with Sharks, and at 3 pm 
Dean Fessler will present The Great White Shark: 
Demystifying the Man-Eater.  

MARK YOUR CALENDARS... 

Consolidated Summary of the Fieldwork Studies 
on the Whale Sharks (Rhincodon typus) off the 
East Coast of Southern Africa for the period 
1993 to 1998, by Albert Andrew Gifford; 
published December 2002, 61pp.  
 

This book is pure gold!  
It details the pioneering work 
on whale sharks (aerial 
surveys, tagging studies and 
development of whale shark 
ecotourism) by SRI-South 
Africa in South Africa, 
Mozambique and Seychelles. 
Methodologies and results are 
discussed; successes and 
mistakes are analyzed. It is a blueprint for similar 
work elsewhere in the world. HQ received an 
advance copy of the book; as soon as 
production copies are available, a notice will be 
placed on our website and SRI newsgroup 
members will be alerted.   

Hot off the Press! 

Operation Whale Shark is now available as a 
DVD. Filmed in Utila and Galapagos by Dr. Alex 
Antoniou, it features the rescue of a whale shark, 
deployment of satellite tags and retrieval of 
tissue samples for DNA studies. Cost is $50, or 
free to those who sign up or renew as 
Contributing Members or a higher category. 

Operation Whale Shark DVD 

On January 6, 2003, a megamouth shark 
(Megachasma pelagios) was caught in Tablon, 
Cagayan de Oro City, 
Philippines. The shark had 
become entangled in a gill 
net and brought to shore by 
fishermen who butchered 
the shark after it died. These 
photos were sent to SRI for 
identification by Dr. Edward 
Yasay of the Philippine 
Bureau of Fisheries and 
Aquatic Resources Regional 

Office 10. 
One of three 
species of 
giant filter-
feeding sharks, megamouth sharks 
only became known to science in 
1976. This is the 18th specimen 
ever reported. 

Another Megamouth Shark! 
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SRI President, Stan Waterman, will be celebrating 
his 80th birthday this year in Bali. Happy Birthday 
Stan from all of your staff! We wish we could 
celebrate the great day with you, but know that we 
send our very warmest wishes. Stan’s daughter 
Suzy will be tagging whale sharks in the Banda Sea 
and hopes to meet up with dad for his birthday 
celebration. 

 

SRI member Paul Sutherland is 
filming and tagging tiger sharks at 
Raine Island. Members Amos 
Nachoum and Paul Jacobsen are in 
Antarctica - diving beneath icebergs 
and filming marine life of the 
southern ocean. 
 

Cliff Simoneau, SRI’s Director of 
Technical Operations, has been presenting 
seminars in New Hampshire and Massachusetts 
about some of our recent work and the technology 
used. 
 

Aiden Martin, Director-SRI Canada, just completed 
an article on shark intelligence for BBC Wildlife 
Magazine, his South African White Shark work will 
be featured in a 1-hour documentary by National 
Geographic (scheduled to be broadcast May-June 
2003), and he is supervising the white shark-related 
graduate theses of two students (including SRI 
whale shark alum, Neil Hammerschlag). Aiden and 
his wife, Anne, are about to give birth to another 
book, this one about white shark biology, behavior, 
ecology, and conservation. As if that isn’t keeping 
him busy enough, he is completing several scientific 

 
 

From the Cage 
 

Utila, Bay Islands, Honduras, has long been 
known as the prime area to dive with whale 
sharks in the Caribbean. Last year SRI broke all 
records for whale shark encounters and tags 
deployed on a single expedition to Utila. During 
two weeks in December alone, seven whale 
sharks were tagged and tissue samples were 
collected from five sharks. Not only was that a 
record for a single expedition to Utila, but on one 
day three whale sharks were tagged breaking 
the single day record. 

 

SRI encourages sport diver participation in many 
of our research expeditions. In 2003, spaces are 
available on the following expeditions: 
Utila: May 10 to May 17 (whale shark research). 
LaPaz: September 20 to 27 and September 27 
to October 4 (whale sharks & manta rays); 
October 11 to 18 and October 18 to 25 (whale 
sharks, scalloped hammerheads & manta rays).  
 

The cost of an expedition to Utila or LaPaz is 
$1150 per person and includes food, lodging, 
diving, research materials, and local transfers.  
 

Two expeditions to the Galapagos are scheduled 
for October, and there will be two weekend trips 
to North Carolina in the summer to study sand 
tiger sharks.  
 

Spaces are limited and some expeditions require 
advanced diving skills. For more information or 
to apply for a space, contact Dr. Alex Antoniou at   
antoniou@sharks.org or (908) 510-8046. 
 

Utila Tagging Record 


