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   Sharks 
   An ancient and diverse group of animals, the first sharks    

   appear in the fossil record in deposits that date back     

   more than 400 million years. Over 400 different species of   

   sharks live in the oceans, with a few, like the Zambezi     

   Shark, that spend long periods in fresh water.  

 

 

  

   □ Sharks are fish with gills and fins. Together with skates and  

    rays, sharks have skeletons made of cartilage.  

   □ Sharks generally avoid humans and encounters are rare.  

    There are no more than 100 attacks worldwide each year 

    with less than 10 being fatal. Occasional shark attacks   

     normally involve only a single exploratory bite. 

     □ South Africa seldom has a fatal shark attack. By     

     contrast, about 100 people drown in the sea each year. 
 

    Threats to sharks  
    While sharks represent an important natural resource that  

    can sustain fisheries for food security, they are especially  

    vulnerable to overfishing and bad fishery practices. These 

    include: 

    ● Longlines: Set to catch tuna and swordfish, these take a 

     large bycatch of sharks. In 1993 it was estimated that 8.3 

     million sharks were caught incidentally by fishing for    

     swordfish and tuna worldwide. 

     ● Drift gill nets: Deployed on high seas to catch tuna, drift  

      nets can be very indiscriminate in their catches, and  

      have killed large numbers of sharks and other marine  

       life. Large-scale drift net fisheries on the high      

         seas have been reduced but various trawl and  

         seine nets also impact on shark populations. 

          ● The fin trade: The demand in the Far East for   

          dried shark is enormous, with fins selling for up to 

          US$120  per kg dry weight. Fins take up very little 

          room on fishing boats, so fishermen may cut the 

fins off live sharks before throwing the remains back into the sea.  
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Environmental deterioration: The oceans have long been 

regarded as the planet's refuse bin and many forms of 

waste are released into the sea, both accidentally and 

deliberately. The resulting pollution, e.g. oil, pesticides and 

plastics, affects all marine life, including sharks. 
 

Diving with sharks 
In recent years diving with sharks has become a popular and important ecotourism 

industry. While some involve cage diving with White Sharks, others involve free diving for 

other species such as Tiger Sharks. Cage diving occurs in Australia (Dangerous Reef and 

Neptune Islands) and also along the South African coast (offshore sea islands at Gans Baai, 

Mossel Bay and False Bay). Free diving is popular on the Aliwal Shoal. Although technically 

illegal, sharks are often attracted either by suspending finely minced fish in the sea or lured 

with chunks of bait. Sharks may become conditioned to visit such feeding sites where they 

are then viewed and photographed from the relative safety of protective shark cages or 

from a sheltered place on the reef. 
 

Cage-diving ecotourism attracts thousands of tourists and numerous international TV 

crews. It can boost the economy of poor fishing communities, and contribute to public 

education regarding White Shark biology and conservation. However, it may have 

drawbacks as sharks and other marine animals are inevitably disturbed; and sharks may 

associate boats and human activities with food, thereby artificially increasing their local 

abundance and impact on prey species. 
  

Research into the effect of diving with sharks include aspects of habituation or 

conditioning of sharks and possible evidence of links with shark-human encounters along 

the South African coast. There are indications that habituation does occur but the 

ecological and other implications of this are not yet conclusive and research is continuing. 
 

Habitat and diet  
Most sharks live in tropical and temperate coastal waters. Relatively 

few live in Arctic or Antarctic waters and water deeper than 2km. 

Some species, such as the Blue Shark and Oceanic White Tip Shark, 

are rarely found in shallow coastal waters.  
 

All sharks are predators. Their diets vary according to body size, jaw 

width and dentition. Flattened teeth are best suited to crushing hard 

shells. Long, spike-like teeth are used to impale prey which is usually 

swallowed whole. Serrated teeth enable sharks to remove chunks of 

tissue from large prey that cannot be swallowed whole. Prey ranges 

from tiny crustaceans to large fish, including sharks and rays. 

Dolphins, seals, sea birds and marine reptiles also form part of the 

diet of sharks. Sharks may occasionally scavenge and the Tiger 

Shark is notorious for ingesting inedible items such as tin cans and 

plastic. The Whale Shark, the world’s largest fish, may exceed 14m in 

length and filters small organisms from the water as it swims.  

 

 

 Life history  
All sharks reproduce by internal fertilisation and most bear live 

young, although some lay eggs. Sharks are regarded as slow 

growing and some are extremely long-lived (up to 75 years). 

Rates of reproduction are low with the gestation period as long 

as two years. Most species produce fewer than 20 young per 

litter, although Tiger Sharks may deliver up to 45 pups at one time. 

The slow growth, small litter sizes and long gestation periods make 

it difficult for sharks to replace themselves in the face of heavy 

fishing pressure.  
 

Conservation action  
● South Africa was, in 1991, the first country in the world to 

 protect the Great white Shark by law. Several other countries 

 have now followed suit.  

● The KwaZulu-Natal Sharks Board uses large mesh gill nets at 

 popular tourist beaches to protect swimmers and surfers 

 against shark attacks. The Board is implementing techniques to 

 reduce the mortality of sharks and other animals in these nets. 

● The Marine Living Resources Act of 1998 makes it illegal to land 

 only selected parts of a shark, such as the fins and jaws;  the 

 entire shark must be landed. While certain species, such as the 

 Raggedtooth Shark, may be caught by recreational anglers, 

 none may be sold. Strict daily bag limits apply. 

● Sport anglers should release, and possibly tag, their shark 

 catch. Many angling competitions have been improved to 

 ensure sharks are measured and released rather than left to die 

 so that they can be weighed for points at the end of the day, 

 and then dumped.  

● Wanton cruelty and abuse of sharks, such as the deliberate 

 maiming and unnecessary killing should be stopped. Sharks are 

 a valuable element of the natural environment and should be 

 respected as such – not despised out of ignorance.  

□ Support the organisations listed on the next page, including the 

 National Tagging Program run by the Oceanographic 

 Research Institute in Durban.  

□ Do not support the unnecessary killing of sharks either at 

 angling competitions or as trophies.  

□ Inform people that humans are more of a threat to the survival 

 of sharks than sharks are to humans.  

What you can do 


