
  

Monitoring whale sharks 
requires a reliable method 
to identify one animal from 
another and the use of 
marker ‘tags’ has been 
common though-out animal 
monitoring programmes 
from birds through to 
whales. As such, it was the 
first type of identification 
technique trialed in monitor-
ing whale sharks in Sey-
chelles in the 1996 pilot 
p r o g r a m m e ( S a g r e n 
vol.1.2).    

Marker tags require little 
equipment and allow the 
rapid identification of previ-
ously encountered sharks; 
however, they do require 
in-water observation and 
are most effective when 
there are many in-water 
observers. It also helps if 
the sharks appear in shal-
low areas where the ob-
servers are!   

In the pilot project 
‘spaghetti’ type tags were 
used which were applied by 
a modified spear-gun into 
the thick ridge of skin next 
to the dorsal fin. The tag 
comprised a hand tooled 
stainless steel anchor head 
and a trailing strand of 
stainless steel wire covered 
in bright yellow heat shrink 
tubing with an identification 
number and contact infor-
mation printed on it.    

These tags seemed to 

work adequately but were 
difficult to read and lack of 
repeat sightings in subse-
quent years created con-
cerns as to how quickly 
they were being ‘shed’ by 
the sharks, much in the 
same way as human skin 
ejects splinters over a pe-
riod of time.   

In 2001, at the outset of 
the current programme, 
Rachel Graham joined our 
project as a consultant and 
introduced a large rein-
forced plastic tag she had 
developed for whale sharks 
in Belize. These ‘Placard’  
tags were indeed much 
easier to read and were 
attached with a barbed 
titanium anchor by a modi-
fied pole spear applicator.   

In 2002 six sharks were 
sighted that were recorded 
or tagged in 2001, this 
represents more than 14% 
of the sharks tagged in 
2001, indicating that the 
sharks have a high affinity 
or fidelity to this area. Un-
fortunately the condition of 
most of the re-sighted tags 
was not good and accurate 
animal identification was 
difficult as the tags were 
heavily fouled by marine 
organisms, despite coating 
with anti-fouling paint. They 
were also found to have 
cracked and broken thus 
loosing large parts of the 

tag.    

This problem prompted a 
broad search for a suitable 
alternative which was found 
in technology associated 
with the offshore oil indus-
try. Marking underwater 
pipelines and valves is im-
portant for simplifying un-
derwater operations for 
divers and Remotely Oper-
ated Vehicles (ROVs) and 
a number of products are 
used as markers that do 
not allow growth of fouling 
organisms. Long term de-
ployment means that tradi-
tional biocides like anti-
fouling paint are not feasi-
ble.    

One novel technology in 
use is Aquasign™ devel-
oped by Champion Te-
chologies, a UK Company. 
The material used is a rein-
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Did you know…?  

I n a r at her bizar r e t elevi-
sion st unt involving t wo 
whale shar ks in a net t ed 
enclosur e and 6 scuba 
diver s t he pr oducer s of 
“J ackass: t he movie” 
showed t hat whale shar ks 
have a highly developed 
mechanism f or locat ing 
t heir pr ey. Two of t he 
diver s had st uf f ed t heir 
swimming t r unks wit h kr ill 
and wher e get t ing t he 
shar k’s undivided at t en-
t ions as t he animals 
pushed t hese guys ar ound 
t r ying t o get t o t he kr ill. 

(Continue on page 2) 
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After a year in the field, plac-
ard tags were often covered 
in fouling organisms and/or 
broken, making it difficult to 
re-identify the shark. 
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protective legislation directed at elas-
mobranches in Seychelles and there-
fore shows a new willingness of Gov-
ernment to address the major issue of 
shark management and conservation 
in general. Whilst not fished in Sey-
chelles waters the legislation prevents 
later diversification of fisheries to tar-
get this species, and most importantly, 
it lays the foundations for Seychelles 
to pursue a regional approach to 
whale shark management with other 
countries in the Indian Ocean.   

MCSS research utilising satellite tags 
(Sagren vol.1.2) has demonstrated in 
recent years the highly migratory be-
haviour of whale sharks that pass 
through Seychelles’ waters. This cou-
pled with the knowledge that whale 
sharks are targeted in other fisheries 
in the region means that a regional 
approach to the conservation and 
management of the species may be 
essential for the long-term viability of 

  
In January 2003, the whale shark was 

declared a protected species in Sey-
chelles waters, under the Wild Animals 
Protection Act. The first subsidiary leg-
islation of 2003 (S.I. 1 of 2003. 13th 

January 2003) states that: 

The whale shark (Rhincodon typus) 
is declared to be protected throughout 
Seychelles at all times. 

No person shall kill or take a whale 
shark.   

Under this Act, penalties for offences 
range from SR 5,000 to 500,000, im-
prisonment and the potential seizure of 
vehicles involved in the crime.   

This legislation marks a major break-
through for the whale shark in Sey-
chelles and results from MCSS’ close 
working partnership with the Ministry of 
Environment.    

The legislation is notable for various 
reasons. It is the first species specific 

populations in the Indian Ocean.   

Aside from the ecotourism value of 
the whale shark it is also widely known 
as an indicator of the occurrence of 
other fish species and is often utilised 
by purse seiners and pole and line 
fisheries targeting tuna to set their nets 
or fish around. The legislation also 
recognises this characteristic, which 
imbues additional value to the living 
animal, and the importance of contin-
ued research of the species when it 
states: 

Nothing in the preceding regula-
tions shall be construed as preventing 
otherwise legitimate fishing activities 
or authorised scientific research.   

As such this legislation provides the 
platform for the continued research 
and future non-consumptive sustain-
able use of the species and is a major 
step forward in the work to save this 
magnificent animal. 

  

For our application this material has a 
number of benefits as not only is it foul-
ing free but it is also inherently flexible 
and might thus solve both of the current 
failings of the placard tags. Sample tags 
were made for us by Aquasign™ and 
after various in water testing procedures 
in Seychelles a satisfactory design was 
achieved. This is a completely new ap-
plication of the Aquasign™ technology 
and in order to assist us Champion 
Technologies and Aquasign™ have 
offered to sponsor and supply tags 
made of this material for the current 

season and already we have a number 
of sharks tagged with the new ‘Soft 
tags’. These tags are clearly visible from 
our micro-light spotting aircraft, making 
tagging operations significantly easier in 
areas where many sharks are near the 

forced silicone rubber polymer 
through which a non-toxic lubricant is 
secreted onto the front surface of the 
marker.  Migration of the lubricant is 

controlled by natural stress relief that 
leaves the marker face too slippery 
for marine growth to attach. This 
leaves the fluorescent background 
and text characters permanently 
clear and visible, as such, Aqua-
sign™  replaces a toxic remedial 
action with a unique environmentally 
acceptable 'non stick' prevention.  

NOTICE BOARD

 

Sightings in Jul-Sep 2003 
49 reported sighting 

39 in-water encounters 

13 sharks tagged 

16 sharks identified 

11 sharks sexed (10M/1F) 

10 sharks re-sighted from 
this season 

2 sharks re-sighted form 
last season  
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PROTECTED STATUS FOR THE WHALE SHARK IN SEYCHELLES -  a major step forward 

T H E EV O L U T I O N O F W H A L E S H A R K M A R K ER T A G S 
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(Continued from page 1) 

surface at the same time.    

Where possible we are also ‘double 
tagging’ sharks that have older fouled 
tags already attached as this not only 
allow us to identify the shark more 
easily but will allow us to work out how 
quickly the titanium anchor barbs are 
shed by the sharks.   

We hope that over the coming sea-
son we will be able to report further on 
the application of the Aquasign™ tech-
nology in the field of marine animal 
research. 

PHOTO: Udo Engelhardt 

Whale shark s304 tagged in August 
2003 with the new Aquasign™  Tag 

PHOTO: Aquasign™  

A non-toxic lubricant is secreted onto 
the tag surface, preventing marine 
organisms, which would otherwise 
obscure the tag number   



rescue operation to retrieve the 
valuable film within.   

The first attempt to attach the camera 
on a 5m shark failed. The shark took 
the “crittercam” straight to the sandy 
bottom and by rolling on its side man-
aged to scratch the camera off.  “After 
many months of planning it took no 
less than a minute and a half for the 
shark to figure out how to shed the 
camera” Dr Meekan remarked. The 
second attempt yielded the same be-
haviour. "Clearly the sharks are not as 
dumb as we thought they were, and 
they obviously don’t want the tag at-
tached," Dr Meekan says. This behav-
iour is really interesting because it 
explains why the scientists had such 
problems in the past attaching the sat-
ellite tags to the sharks. Following this 
unexpected discovery, Dr Meekan and 
his team looked at the remora, a fish 
that hitches a ride on the sharks, to 
better understand where to place the 
camera on the shark, so that it was 
less likely to be scratched off. Armed 
with a better understanding of the 
shark’s behaviour, the team success-
fully deployed the camera on a 7m 
female. The video that emerges is 
"magic", Dr Meekan is quoted as say-
ing. "It’s like you’re holding onto the 
dorsal fin of the shark and it’s taking 
you for a dive”. The AIMS team fol-

 
In an attempt to better understand 

what lures whale sharks so pre-
dictably every year to Ningaloo Ma-
rine Park in North Western Austra-
lia, scientists form the Australian 
Institute of Marine Science (AIMS) 
have attached a “Crittercam” to a 
7m whale shark. The camera, which 
was deployed earlier this year, was 
provided by the National Geo-
graphic Society and is designed to 
automatically disconnect after a 
period of time and float to the sur-
face where it emits a VHS signal 
allowing for a simple search and 

lowed the shark along the bottom, 
watched it swimming over the contours, 
and the schools of fish playing around its 
head. “It doesn’t swim during a dive, but 
rather performs an enormous graceful 
glide gathering quite a bit of momentum 
before levelling out just off the bottom" 
recalls Dr Meekan. This experiment 
proves that the “crittercam” can be used to 
monitor whale shark behaviour.  

For more Information on the crittercam 
visit:               www.aims.gov.au 
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BIG BROTHER IS WATCHING ... 

If you see a whale shark... 

Please help us by r ecor ding as much inf or mat ion as you can:  

Wher e and when t he sight ing occur r ed 

The r ough size of t he shar k and any mar ks, t ags et c 

What t he shar k was doing at t he t ime 

The pr esence of any ot her mar ine animals in t he ar ea 

Any ot her people in t he ar ea (t o avoid duplicat e sight ings)  

Phone t he Whale Shar k Hot line ~  590 772  

Fill out t he on-line sight ing f or m at our web sit e: www.mcss.sc   

OR

 

Post your f inding t o us at :     PO Box 1299          

Vict or ia          
Mahe                        

Seychelles 

V O L . 1 , N O . 3 


