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MOZAMBIQUE WHALE SHARKS UNDER ATTACK

Whale sharks in the West-

ern Indian Ocean are being
targetted by local fisher-
men; a report from Tofo
Beach at Inhambane, Mo-
zambique recently re-
vealed. According to a local
report "a juvenile whale
shark was captured by ar-
tisanal fishermen with nets
in the open ocean, and
dragged to the shore where
it was promptly slaugh-
tered. This is not the first
time that this particular area
of Inhambane has suffered
such slaughter as Manta
Rays, famous from the
area, are caught on a regu-
lar basis."

Apparently the taking of
whale sharks in Mozam-
bique is not unknown hav-
ing been previously re-
ported at Ponta do Ouro
(southern tip of Mozam-
bique), Inhaca lIsland and
Inhambane. However it
seems that this was the first
targetted attack as Marcos
Pereira, of the Center for

Environmental Research
and Advocacy (CTV), com-
mented. "On the previous
events it wasn't actually the
fishermen chasing down
the whale shark.... it was a
case of the whale sharks
washing ashore alive and
being slaughtered on the
beach..."

The reason behind this
particular slaughter is not
clear but in an area where
the majority of the popula-
tion live at near subsistence
level a large surface swim-
ming fish like a whale shark
must present a very tempt-
ing target. As in many simi-
lar areas a number of social
problems have to be ad-
dressed before conserva-
tionists stand a real chance
of being able to make sig-
nificant headway, but it is
not impossible.

Nick Raba, a local conser-
vationist, pointed out how-
ever that the shark ap-
peared to have had some

The remains of a juvenile whale shark slaughtered by
artisanal fishermen from Inhambane, Mozambique.
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of its fins removed which
would be a worrying new
threat to whale sharks in
this area. Generally whale
shark fins are not sought
after for the shark fin soup
industry as the cartila-
genous fibres they contain
are regarded as too tough
for soup making. However
the fins are used as adver-
tising / decoration in shark-
fin soup restaurants so may
now be generating a
‘Trophy' value.

The local dive centres at
Tofo beach already take
visitors out on snorkelling
excursions so perhaps
whale-shark based eco-
tourism could provide suffi-
cient income to the local
community to stop the hunt-
ing of whale sharks. These
centres also provide a valu-
able role in reporting illegal
fishing activities in the area
to local authorities.

Nick Raba, noted that
"besides Whale Sharks
now being on the CITES
listing, and the need to pre-
serve these giants of our
Oceans, the negative tour-
ist impact for Mozambique
is potentially disastrous."
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If you would like to assist
with conservation efforts
in Mozambique please
contact Marcos Pereira at
the Center for Environ-
mental Research and Ad-
vocacy (CTV)

marcospereira@gmx.net
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Did you know...?

Our “Save the Whale
Shark Campaign, India”
article (Sagren vol.2.1)
drew several comments
which revealed that the
impetus for the campaign
originated with the work of
film-maker Mike Pandey.
Mike struggled against
great opposition for three
years to make his film
‘Shores of Silence’ to ex-
pose the plight of the
whale shark in India to the
world. The film was
awarded the Green Oscar
in Britain in 2000 and his
images have ignited the
current campaign in India.
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Sharks have long been known to be
remarkably cancer free and anyone
familiar with whale sharks has probably
had first hand experience of the im-
pressive healing abilities these sharks
exhibit. Allison Richards, a dive instruc-
tor working for Ningaloo Blue, has
been able to document the amazing
capacity to heal wounds in this whale
shark first recorded off Ningaloo reef,
Western Australia, in April 2003. It was
first seen with two horrendous bites,
probably from a great white shark: al-
most the entire dorsal fin was missing
and a large chunk had been carved
from the sharks left side.

She was fortunate to see the same
shark a few months later in July of
2003 and it was already showing that
the wounds were healing. This photo-
graph also shows that a circular plug

THE POWER OF HEALING

had been cut out of the exposed flesh
on the wound on the side of the shark,
possibly by an opportunistic Cooky-
Cutter shark.

This shark is definitely a regular visi-
tor to Ningaloo as it has been seen on
at least three occasions in June of this
year. Recent photos show that the
damage to the dorsal fin has com-
pletely healed over, leaving just a ves-
tige of the original fin. The wound on
the left side of the shark has now
closed over with the white under-belly
skin growing more quickly leaving a
prominent white blaze along the lateral
keel of the shark.

Seldom has such a remarkable heal-
ing sequence been captured and it
certainly explains why whale sharks
are able to continue to lead ‘normal’
lives even after what look to be fatal
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injuries. Allison is starting a whale
shark identification project which she
hopes to extend to other Ningaloo dive
operators in the coming year; this will
allow a better understanding of the
population size and distribution as well
as any losses during migrations. The
photos will also be submitted to the
EcoOcean photo-id library.

Her efforts and those of her col-
leagues are especially important as
they emphasise the real value of non-
scientific support for conservation ini-
tiatives such as those on the whale
shark. Worldwide only a tiny amount of
funding is available for this type of
research and the input of the general
public can be of critical importance in
helping to discover the facts about

these species. [
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JUNE WHALE SHARK BONANZA

June 2004 has broken all records for
whale shark sightings in Seychelles
with an early peak of 131 sightings of
which a total of 63 were from the North
of Mahe. In past years there have al-
ways been a few sharks seen in June
and sometimes around the North of
Mahe, but never anything of this inten-
sity.

This June, however an unusual shift
in wind patterns for a few days seems
to have triggered an intense plankton
bloom that has attracted in a large
group of whale sharks.

What is very unusual about the cur-
rent population is that to date none of
the sharks seen has been recorded
here before and a number of the
sharks are in fact very large adults,
including an adult female shark of over
12 metres in length! Over the past
three years between 13% - 23% of the
sharks we have seen had been tagged

in previous years. As such this does
indicate that we may be seeing a part
of the population that we do not nor-
mally find in our normal monitoring
activities. It is also interesting that the
sharks appeared so rapidly after the
predatory zooplankton appeared, indi-
cating that they were probably fairly
close by.

The exact mechanism that the sharks
use to find their prey is as yet unknown
but working on basking sharks indi-
cates that they may use either or both
an olfactory sense, literally smelling the
plankton, or an electro-receptive
mechanism that can pick up the minute
electrical discharges given off by the
muscle contractions of millions of cope-
pod shrimp. This may sound far
fetched but a particularly unscientific
experiment in an bay that had been
closed off with a fishing net trapping
two whale sharks gave some interest-
ing insights! Two divers wearing fish
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net pants stuffed with krill jumped into
the water along with a camera team....
The camera team was ignored but the
two divers were pushed around the bay
by these two very excited whale sharks
that could tell who had the food....

The only problem is that it is really
difficult getting hold of truck loads of
krill to act as a whale shark attrac-
tant.... b,
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Whale shark feeding furiously at the
surface off Sunset Beach.







