
  In the mid-1990’s, the 
presence of whale sharks 
in the coastal waters of 
Seychelles was well known 
but little research had been 
done on their population 
dynamics or life history in 
this sector of the Indian 
Ocean. In view of this, a 
pilot project was set up in 
November 1996 to tag 
whale sharks in Seychelles.  

  The project was con-
ceived by Marie Levine, 
Executive Director of the 
Shark Research Institute 
(S.R.I.) and David Rowat, 
Chairman of the Associa-
tion of Professional Divers, 
Seychelles (A.P.D.S.). Its 
implementation was a co-
operative effort between 
members of the S.R.I. 
Whale Shark Tagging 
Team and staff members of 
the Underwater Centre 

Seychelles, representing 
the A.P.D.S. Funding was 
procured from the Profes-
sional Association of Diving 
Instructors (PADI), Air Sey-
chelles, the Underwater 
Centre and Cable and 
Wireless, Seychelles. 

  The Seychelles Whale 
Shark Tagging Pilot Project 
was in fact part of phase II 
of the Kwazulu/Natal Whale 
Shark Tagging and Moni-
toring Programme. During 
phase I of the programme, 
the S.R.I. tagged 116 whale 
sharks between December 
1993 and November 1996 
along the South Afri-
can/Mozambique coastline. 
The tags, tagging applicator 
and the system of locating 
the sharks by aerial survey 
were developed by the 
S.R.I., South Africa, and 
had proven to be an effec-

tive method for assessing 
the population of the spe-
cies. By tagging the whale 
sharks with a comparatively 
large, fluorescent, passive 
tag it is possible, through 
follow-up sightings, to as-
certain how many sharks 
are in the vicinity and their 
short term movements. 
Because the tags remain 
embedded in the thick skin 
of the shark, it is also possi-
ble to determine if the same 
sharks returned to the 
same areas in subsequent 
years or seasons. 

  A two-seater micro-light, 
similar to the one used for 
aerial location of the whale 
sharks off the Kwazulu/ 
Natal coastline, was 
freighted to Seychelles. 
From an altitude of 1,000 to 
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Concern over the survival 
of the whale shark has 
been growing since the mid 
1990’s especially since the 
species is known to be tar-
geted by South East Asian 
fisheries, as whale shark 
meat is the most expensive 
shark meat available.   

The whale shark was 
listed as ‘data deficient’ in 
1996 on the World Conser-
vation Union’s (IUCN) Red 

List of Threatened Species. 
In 1999, the whale shark 
was listed under appendix 
II at the 6th Convention on 

Migratory Species (Bonn 
Convention) in South Af-
rica. The Convention was 
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Did you know…..?  

The current scientific 
name of the whale 
shark, Rhincodon ty-
pus, is the unfortunate 
result of a printer error! 
A ‘c’ was typeset in-
stead of an ‘i’. The origi-
nal family classification, 
Rhiniodon means rasp 
tooth and was used by 
Dr Andrew Smith who 
first identified the spe-
cies in 1828. Rhiniodon 
describes the whale 
shark’s minute teeth, 
less than 3mm in 
length, which make up 
the 300 rows of teeth 
in each jaw. 
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first check to see if the animal had 
already been tagged, either in Sey-
chelles or by another tagging project. If 
the shark had a tag, details of the tag 
number were recorded and notes 
made of any distinguishing features for 
comparison to previous records. If the 
shark was untagged, it was sexed and 
pertinent details logged before the 
shark was tagged.  

  The passive ‘spaghetti’ tags, costing 
about US$15 each, were imbedded 
into the sharks’ skin using a purpose 
built 'Tag Applicator' based on tried 
and tested spear-gun technology. The 
'Tag Applicator', costing about 
US$250, has a 70kg pull to load and 
when fired can send the shaft through 
a standard concrete block; due to the 
design of the power shaft, however the 
tag will only be inserted to a depth of 
10cms in the sharks' skin. Tags are 
positioned in the thickest part of the 
sharks’ skin next to the dorsal fin in the 
first of the longitudinal ridges, approxi-
mately 11cm thick. Despite the power 
of the tagging gun, the sharks’ skin still 

1,500 feet, the spotter micro-light di-
rects the tagging team’s boat with the 
aid of a VHF radio. From this height, 
Glynis Sanders, who underwent train-
ing to pilot the aircraft, described the 
whale sharks as looking like ‘tadpoles, 
often with a white froth at the head’. As 
the tagging team discovered, this 'white 
froth' turned out to be thousands of 

juvenile jacks, trevally and gillraker 
mackerel which probably feed on the 
same prey organisms as the shark, 
while riding the bow wave produced by 
the advancing animal. 

  The initial survey showed that whale 
sharks occurred in two main areas 
around Mahé, one in the North and one 
in the South, with the greatest number 
of whale sharks being observed at the 
former area, between North East Point 
and Ste. Anne Island, where they often 
occurred as large feeding aggrega-
tions. Owing to this and the ease of 
accessibility to the northern area, this 
was chosen as the site of preference 
for tagging the sharks. 

  On finding a shark the team would 

provides effective protection and so 
the tag has to be angled perpendicular 
to the skin to prevent it from bouncing 
off. “The sharks don't even realise 
they've been tagged” said Sue Smith a 
member of the South African Team 
assisting with the tagging exercise; 
“sometimes, the smaller animals dive 
down but are soon back on the surface 
to continue feeding”. 

  A total of 21 whale sharks were 
tagged near Ste. Anne within the first 3 
days of the pilot project, exhausting 
the supply of tags available. Of the 
sharks which were tagged, a number 
were sighted again, mainly in the 
same area and occasionally further 
afield over the following days. The 
whale sharks ranged between 3.5m 
and 7.5m long.    

From aerial surveys carried out in 
Seychelles, and given the high number 
of untagged sharks entering the tag-
ging area on subsequent days, the five 
member tagging team postulated that 
the population of whale sharks around 
Mahé was possibly as many as 40 or 
more. Such observations suggested 
that it would be viable to set up a long-
term tagging/monitoring programme in 
the Seychelles, the results of which 
would enable an accurate assessment 
of the whale shark population through-
out the year and their patterns of 
movement around the islands. The 
Marine Conservation Society, Sey-
chelles was set up in 1997 and has 
continued monitoring whale shark 
around Mahé ever since.

 

NOTICE BOARD

 

Sightings in May-Jun 2003 
6 reported sightings  

2 in-water encounter   

Is it a bird, is it a plane ... 
Micro-light aerial surveys are 
due to commence in July 
through to October.   

Contact Johan 59 28 35 if you 
wish to get involved.  
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The  micro-light used by MCSS to direct 
the tagging team onto a whale shark 

The ‘Tag Applicator’ based on  
spear gun technology 

developed for species that cross na-
tional boundaries and require coopera-
tion of range states to protect them. 

  At the 12th CITES (Convention on the 
International Trade in Endangered 
Species) Conference (November 2002) 
in Santiago, Chile, the proposal by In-
dia and Philippines to have the whale 
shark listed on CITES appendix II was 
accepted. This, while not banning inter-
national trade, requires member na-
tions to place trade restrictions on 
whale shark products such as fins and 
meat, which are widely traded in South 

W o r l d w i d e c o n ser v a t i o n st a t u s … 

East Asia.  

  Although, a number of countries (e.g. 
Maldives, South Africa, Philippines, the 
State of Western Australia, India) have 
provided varying levels of protection for 
whale sharks which occur in their na-
tional waters, prior to 2002 there was no 
international management for sharks in 
place nor was trade monitored.  

   MCSS believes that a regional ap-
proach is necessary to properly monitor 
whale sharks in the Indian Ocean and is 
pursuing such an approach with organi-
sations in neighbouring states. 
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