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Peter Benchley 1940-2006 Whale sharks of Donsol 

  Once a communist rebel lair, Donsol has become 
one of the top tourist attractions in the Philippines, 
drawing visitors from the United States, Australia, 
Germany and other Asian countries, such as Japan, 
Korea and Taiwan. In addition to creating awareness 
of the need to protect 
the world’s biggest fish, 
and ‘encounters’ or 
‘interactions’ with the 
gentle creature has 
buoyed up the local 
economy and created 
more jobs for residents. 

  In 1998, Donsol was 
among the poorest 
municipalities of the 
region with only 800 
visitors and a total 
income of P454,875 
($8,097) generated 
from registration fees 
and boat rentals. Last 
year, the number of 
visitors increased to 
7,200, and the income 
from the whale shark 
interaction tours alone 
reached P9 million 

($176,229). In all, Donsol contributed about P35 million ($685,334) to the Philippine’s gross domestic 
income, P15 million ($293,715) of which went to the municipality. According to Salvador Adrao Jr., municipal 
tourism officer, “the robust growth in the tourist traffic and receipts for the past eight years is due to the 
whale shark.”  

  Latest reports from the Philippine Department of Tourism showed that over the past eight years, Donsol’s 
economy has surged as a result of whale shark watching and interactions from September to May. Sales 
and investment missions abroad have proved that that whale shark tourism is highly sustainable and 
complements the promotion of Donsol as a prime tourist destination for both domestic and international 
markets. Whale shark tourism has created more than 300 jobs related to tour services: whale shark spotters, 
boat guides, van drivers and others, including the Bantay Dagat (Sea Guard), as well as creating 
employment for more than 200 local fishermen that would have otherwise hunted the shark.  

  The waters around Donsol are part of the Sulu-Sulawesi Seas eco-region, one of the world's biologically 
outstanding habitats.  

  

In 2004, the Time Asia 

magazine described the 

interaction with the whale 

sharks in Donsol as “Asia’s 

Best Animal Encounter.”  

  We are deeply-
saddened to report 
the passing of Peter 
Benchley, one of 
the most articulate 
spokespersons for 
shark conservation 
and a long-time 
supporter of SRI. 
Peter was also the 
closest friend and 
neighbor of SRI 
president Stan 
Waterman with 
whom he filmed 
many adventures 
f o r  A m e r i c a n 

Sportsman. Back in 1974 when Peter wrote 
“Jaws” so little was known about white sharks 
that the book, and movie (by Steven Spielberg), 
resulted in an unreasoning fear of sharks. It was 
a terrific action yarn, but as Peter frequently 
reminded people, “bookstores sold it in the fiction 
department!”  Peter went on to write many other 
fine books, including the Girl from the Sea of 
Cortez and The Deep, and remained a life-long 
advocate for marine conservation.  

Peter Benchley  
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In-water Sightings, July to December 2005  

• 520 in-water sightings 

• 476  in-water encounters 

• 291  sharks were identified 

• 24  sharks were tagged 

• 196  sharks were sexed (170  males and 26  
females) 

• 6 sharks were re-sighted from last  season 
 Aerial sightings, (August to October 2005)  

• 129  flights in total 

• 55 hrs 11 minutes flying time 

• 987 whale shark (total) sightings were reported 

• 43 whale shark (max) during a single flight 
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Updates: Whale Sharks in Seychelles 

 Mexican marine biologist Juan Carlos Perez was 
studying sharks from the Mustelus family netted 
at depths of 660 feet when he noticed some of 
them looked different. The sharks—slender,  dark 
gray-brown with white markings and about five 
feet in length (1.5 m)—turned out to be a new 
species that Perez and his team have named 
Mustelus hacat, after the word for shark in a local 
Indian dialect. 

  Perez's find is the first new shark species 
discovered in the Sea of Cortez since the tiny 
Mexican horn shark, Heterodontus mexicanus, 
was identified in 1972. Mustelus hacat lives in 
deep water where it feeds on shellfish and 
shrimp. "They have very, very small teeth,” says 
Perez. “They are not aggressive or dangerous." 

  Perez, who is based at the CICESE science and 
technology research center at the port of 
Ensenada in northwestern Baja California state, 
believes there may be more undiscovered 
species in the region. The Sea of Cortez is known 
for its rich and unique ecosystem, but access to 
the region is difficult and it does not attract scuba 
divers. 

 

New Shark Species Found 

Mustelus hacat  

  Improved technologies, faster boats and better 
refrigeration have allowed today's fishers to quickly 
roam across every corner of the seas. No longer 
limited to their local waters, some marine-life 
traders are flouting international law and illegally 
overharvesting species faster than regulators can 
respond. Now 15 researchers from around the 
globe have joined forces to draw attention to the 
damage to fisheries caused by these law-breaking 
"roving bandits." The traders are central drivers in 
the over-exploitation of the world's oceans, 
destroying local stocks and evading authorities, 
the researchers say. 

  "I really want to convey a sense of urgency. We 
don't have much time left to prevent a massive 
wave of marine extinctions caused largely by the 
marine-life traders,” said biologist Boris Worms of 
Dalhousie University in Halifax, Canada.  Many 
species and habitats that were previously too 
inaccessible to be economically viable targets for 
fishers are now open to exploitation. In their policy 
paper, which appears in the journal Science, the 
group of ecologists and social scientists describe 
how globalized markets mask the damage that 
these roving bandits inflict on the world's fisheries.  

  Even though the market supply of a marine 
species may remain the same over time, its source 
often jumps geographically around the world as 
buyers and fishermen exhaust one local fishery 
and move on to the next.   Deep-sea fisheries take 
even less time to disappear than coastal 
populations; fishers often work a chain of deep-
sea mountains for usually no more than two or 
three years before they destroy the local 
population of fish and move on.   

  "People are just beginning to realize what is 
down there, and it is being scooped up 
indiscriminately by people who act exactly like 
roving bandits," said Worms . People must "refrain 
from eating species which are threatened or those 
that play a particularly important role in the 
functioning of an ecosystem," he said.  

  Disrupting the population of a single marine 
species can have dramatic consequences on the 
whole ecosystem. "It's like hitting one of the main 
distributor lines in a power grid," Worms added. 
"When you pull out nodes or cables from the 
power grid at random, sometimes you will hit a 
really important one, and the lights will go out all 
over the place."  

Roving Bandits Depleting Oceans 



Beneath The Sea is the largest 
consumer dive show in America. 
The show, held at the 
Meadowlands Convention Center 
in Secaucus, NJ, runs Friday 
March 24, 6 pm to 9 pm, 

Saturday March 25, 9 am to 5 pm and Sunday 
March 26. 9 am  to 4:30 pm. The show features 
seminars, workshops, exhibits by hundreds of 
manufacturers and organizations, parties, 
special events, photo contest, a Film Festival 
Saturday evening from 8 pm to 10 pm. Come 
visit SRI at booth 222. Tickets can be ordered 
online at www.beneaththesea.org.  
 

Sharks! Sharks! 
Sharks! A Film 
Festival sponsored 
by SRI and the 
American Littoral 
Society will be held 
on Saturday April 29 
a t  M o n m o u t h 
University, 8 pm to 
10 pm. The event promises to be a most 
unusual evening. Hosted by SRI President, Stan 
Waterman, who will present one of his films. 
Other clips will include footage of shark 
behaviors filmed by SRI members and staff, the 
kind of footage once seen on Discovery Channel 
before it altered its format to reality shows. 
Tickets may be purchased online at 
www.sharks.org. Tickets are $30 if purchased 
in advance, $35 at the door. 

WHALE SHARKS—DJIBOUTI 

We are very grateful for the continuing support and 
encouragement of: 
• Freeman Foundation 
• Mr. & Mrs. Craig Grube 
• IGTOA 
• JBL Enterprises Inc. 
• Microwave Telemetry, Inc. 
• The Kathy & Tom Miller Family Foundation 
• Project AWARE Foundation 
• The Philanthropic Group 

• The Rohauer Collection Foundation 

• Underwater Video Images 

• Westcliff Foundation 

Thank you to our Supporters 
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Upcoming Events 
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  SRI maintains the Global Shark Attack File 
(GSAF) as a resource for researchers, medical 
personnel and the media who require accurate 
information about these incidents.  

  The GSAF incident log is available online as a 
downloadable Microsoft Excel spreadsheet and 
lists incidents from 725 B.C. to the present. The 
spreadsheet contains names, dates, locations, 
injuries, species of sharks involved in incidents, 
and all entries have verifiable references. The 
spreadsheet illustrates how rarely sharks bite 
humans and that many of the injuries are so 
minor they would not even make the back page of 
a newspaper were they not caused by a shark. 

  To access the spreadsheet, go to: 
www.sharkattackfile.net, click on the Incident 
Log  page, and open the spreadsheet. Other 
pages of the site include descriptions and 
photographs of shark species, a bibliography, and 
recommendations for swimmers, surfers and 
divers. 

 

SRI-Taiwan 

  A very warm welcome to 
Scott Stevens who heads up 
our new field office in Taipei. 
In 2003, Scott received his 
MSc in Marine Resource 
Management from Heriot 
Watt University in Edinburgh,  
UK, and has been working in 
fisheries management in the 
South China Sea. He is 
currently studying migrations 
of hammerhead sharks along 
the coast of China. 

  In 2004, the regular occurrence of whale sharks off 
the coast of Djibouti prompted local conservationists 
to take action to learn more about the species. With 
the help of Megaptera, a French conservation group 
involved in the conservation of marine mammals, 
they formed the Marine Conservation Society 
Djibouti (MCSD), and with technical assistance from 
SRI, set up a monitoring program. In January, Suzy 
Quasnichka, SRI-UK, and David Rowat, SRI- 
Seychelles, provided assistance to MCSD during a 
field trip in the Gulf of Tadjourai and a satellite 
transmitter was placed on a whale shark. 

GLOBAL SHARK ATTACK FILE 
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E-book available - Evolution of CITES 

  The Convention in International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Flora and Fauna [CITES], a 
UN treaty organization, has just released the 8th 
edition of The Evolution of CITES. As with all 
previous editions, this book presents the provisions 
of the Convention and relevant Resolutions and 
Decisions in an accessible way, and provides 
explanations and comments to facilitate an 
understanding of the Convention and of how it 
should be implemented. 

  This fully-electronic edition is based on ‘e-book’ 
technology and provides unequalled navigability and 
hypertextuality through a user-friendly interface.  

  Simply download the file on your computers and 
then take a few minutes to get familiar with the 
functions provided by the software. The e-book also 
allows readers to print the sections of their choice. 

  The electronic format allows for improvements to be 
made regularly without having to wait for the next 
edition to be printed.   The book is available (free) at: 
http://www.cites.org/eng/news/sundry/2006/evolu
tion.shtml 

   For all purchases of shark books made through 

our website, Amazon donates a percentage of 

the purchase price to SRI. Titles available 

include Sea Salt by SRI president Stan 

Waterman and Sharks of the World, a field guide 

by SRI Director Dr. Leonard Compagno, and 

books by SRI members:  Marty Snyderman, 

Richard Ellis and Jeff Rotman. If you have a 

favorite that you would like to see on the list, 

please send an e-mail to joel@divingdog.com. 

Queensland, Australia: Griffith University PhD 
student Clint Chapman is studying how 
epaulette and carpet sharks can survive for up to 
five hours without oxygen, a feat that could save 
heart attack or stroke victims from severe brain 
damage or death. Chapman, who is conducting 
the study at Sea World, said the sharks survived 
through different mechanisms. Epaulette sharks 
are able put their brains into 'standby' mode and 
increase the production of protective proteins, 
while carpet sharks release extra red blood cells 
to supply oxygen and energy. "We actually 
chose carpet sharks because we thought they 
wouldn't survive but they've surprised us by 
lasting more than two hours without oxygen,” 
reports Chapman. “What we're trying to do is 
figure out how they do this and which method 
could be applied to humans down the track. This 
is a very early stage of the research, but we 
have already made some big breakthroughs." 

Sharks may aid stroke victims 

Expeditions  

Sandtiger sharks: North Carolina 
  May 12-14 & September 22-24, 2006, cost $550  

Whale Sharks: 

  LaPaz: December 16-23, 2006, cost $1,200 
  Tanzania (liveaboard): October 10, 2006 to March  

3, 2007, cost per week $3,157 

  Utila: February 10-17, 2007, cost: $1,350 

  See the Expeditions page at www.sharks.org 

for details about these and other expeditions. 

 


