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INTERNATIONAL WHALE SHARK
CONFERENCE, PERTH, AUSTRALIA

The first International
Whale Shark Conference
was held in Perth in May
2005 and brought together

scientific experts and repre-
sentatives of Non-
Government Organisations,
intergovernmental  organi-

sations, the eco-tourism
industry and Western Aus-
tralian government agen-
cies from 23 countries.

After being welcomed by
the organiser John Keesing
(Strategic Research Fund
for the Marine Environment,
Australia), the conference
was officially opened by
Hon Dr Judy Edwards,
MLA, Minister for Environ-
ment and Science, Austra-
lia. In total some 60 papers
were presented covering
the latest findings in terms
of Conservation, Science,
Ecotourism, Socioeconom-
ics and Management of this
species. Throughout the

(Continue on page 2)

WHALE SHARKS OF CHRISTMAS ISLAND

Christmas island is a very
small seamount located
2600 Km north west of Aus-
tralia, in fact just 390 Km off
the coast of Indonesia. De-
spite being so close to In-
donesia it is an Australian
territory and like Australia’s
north west coastal area it
too is visited by whale
sharks. It is suspected that
they may indeed be the
same sharks which appear
at Ningaloo.

The reason for the ap-
pearance of the whale
sharks off Christmas Island

appears to be triggered by
the food pulse generated
from a spawning event;
however unlike the whale
shark aggregations at Glad-
den Spit in Belize that feed
on Snapper spawn this
aggregation is feeding on
crab spawn, and Land Crab
spawn at that!

After the first rains in No-
vember every year an esti-
mated 67 million endemic
red land-crabs, Gecar-
coidea natalis, migrate out
of the islands forests to the
rocky coastal shores to

mate, with the females re-
leasing their eggs into the
sea. This spectacular phe-
nomena also heralds the
arrival of whale sharks
which come to feed on the
bounty the crabs release;
There is little known about
the development of the
eggs, through the larval
stages to the finger nail
sized crabs that return to
the island 3 — 5 weeks after
spawning. The whale
sharks have been observed
feeding on the crab mega-
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Did you know...?

At the recent Interna-
tional Whale Shark Con-
ference in Perth initial
data was presented
from DNA analysis that
indicated the genetic
make-up of the whale
shark population in Ga-
lapagos was very simi-
lar to those in Veraval
(India) and that both
were similar to those
from Utila, Honduras. It
was concluded that,
although sample size
was small it was likely
that there was signifi-
cant gene flow and thus
segregated breeding
populations were not
likely.
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conference there was a remarkable
willingness to communicate and share
experience which will hopefully mark
the turning point for cooperative ac-
tions as the conference concluded that
these plankton feeding animals are at
serious risk in the world’s oceans.

The presentations confirmed trans-
oceanic migrations of over 6500Km in
the Indian Ocean and similar trans-
boundary movements in the Pacific
and Atlantic oceans. It was also con-
firmed that several critical habitat ar-
eas have been identified and that
sharks move between them. The pres-
entation on the study in Seychelles
showed that the sharks’ movement
patterns are affected by surface cur-
rents and may open up new avenues
of analysis using techniques from tur-
tle tracking programmes. The presen-
tation from Taiwan showed that the
sharks may also be foraging along
submarine ridges and bathymetric
features.

Presentations from a number of re-
search groups showed that the sharks
spend the majority of time above 250m
with up to 85% of the time above
100m and 30% above 30m. However,
there was variation between different
areas with respect to the sharks’
depths during the day as compared to

during the night. Similarly a number of
groups confirmed that these sharks
make dives in excess of 1000 metres
and in the process encounter very cold
water. These deep dives were gener-
ally thought to be relatively short in
duration from the study data to date.

There was also reasonable agree-
ment on the temperature ranges gen-
erally preferred, being between prefer-
ence 25-35°C although significantly
colder waters were recorded for short
periods of time.

The conference was informed that
the whale shark is at the heart of the
economic revival of NW Australia with
an income of A$127 million from tour-
ism from Ningaloo and the Cape
Range National Parks. Concerns were
raised by both researchers and eco-
tourism operators alike that the num-
ber and size of sharks at Ningaloo was
declining, however it was not apparent
that the eco-tourism activities were
impacting on the sharks behaviour as
there was no discernable decrease in
encounter frequency.

Information from other eco-tourism
areas was also presented that showed
that unless appropriate guidelines are
implemented and enforced, unre-
stricted numbers of visitors and intru-
sive activities can change the behav-
iour patterns of the sharks and can

indeed make them seek alternative
areas.

The conference concluded that de-
spite whale sharks being protected
within the territorial waters of many
countries, their highly migratory nature
makes them very susceptible to tar-
geted fisheries anywhere within their
range and especially in critical habitats
such as areas of highly concentrated
food sources.

Two workshops on the last day for-
mulated a plan for an international
whale shark research programme and
priority actions for the world-wide con-
servation of the species, suggesting
an Agreement or Memorandum of
Understanding under the auspices of
the Convention of Migratory Species
(CMS) would be appropriate. The con-
ference endorsed the outcomes from
these two workshop and there should
be a significant amount of activity in
implementing the various objectives
over the coming months.

In conclusion the participants formu-
lated and endorsed a formal Commu-
niqué stating their concerns and call-
ing for sustained cooperative action to
conserve this species. A copy of the
Communiqué along with summaries of
the conference are available from the
conference web page on the MCSS

WHALE SHARKS OF CHRISTMAS ISLAND...
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lopa during their development period.

A huge area of concern is the effect
of the ‘Yellow Crazy Ant’ (Anoplolepis
gracilipes) which is a vociferous preda-
tor and has significantly impacted the
population of the red crabs. One study
showed that as many as an estimated
15-20 million crabs had been killed by
the ants. The ants kill the crabs by
dowsing them in formic acid leaving
the crabs to die slowly from dehydra-
tion. The ants devastate the forest
killing most invertebrates and leaving
no food for other creatures such as
birds and reptiles. Large scale meth-
ods have been taken to eradicate the
crazy ant, including helicopter baiting.
These have been partially effective in
controlling the crazy ants but a low
level population remains which still

causes concern and has the potential
to erupt if left unchecked.

Thanks to Claire Davis for editing
this article.

Eco-tourism activity with
respect to the sharks is
currently low, with only two
operators on the island and §
limited tourist arrivals there
is little impact on the visiting
whale sharks. However, the &
potential for a targeted eco-
tourism product has been ¥
acknowledged and efforts
are underway with EcOcean
and Parks Australia North to
find out more about the
sharks around Christmas
Island, where they come
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from, where they go to and Red land-crabs (Gecarcoidea natalis) migrate out
how dependant they are on Of the islands forests to the rocky coastal shores

the spawning of the red land to mate. The Females release the
eggs in the sea and often drown as they cannot

crab!
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http://www.mcss.sc/iws.htm

Although whale shark sightings were slow in the 2004 season
many members of the sighting network have asked for more
feedback as to the location of the sharks. This would allow
them to access the sharks for diving or snorkeling activities
permissible under the stakeholder generated encounter policy.

During the 2005 season MCSS will be flying two daily aerial
surveys around Mahe (subject to weather conditions and fund-
ing!) in search of whale sharks. Flights are scheduled to start
at the beginning of August and continue through to the end of
October. The information gathered on whale shark sightings
will be distributed to those in the Network who would like to
receive it. In order to make this as simple as possible a map of
Mahe with referenced grid has been produced and will be
emailed to those who wish to receive the information. At the
end of each day, e-mails will be sent out with the grid refer-
ences of the sightings recorded both by the micro-light and
also phoned in by the network partners. This e-mail will also
contain location information of any sharks seen in other areas
from network partners on Praslin and La Digue, as well as
Helicopter Seychelles or other aerial services.

Network partners that would like to offer whale shark encoun-
ters and are prepared to contribute to the costs of the pro-
gramme can now also get additional support from MCSS. If it
appears that the sharks are in your vicinity, MCSS can assist
further by the provision of aerial support directing encounter
trips with MCSS researchers aboard the partners boats. This
will allow individual operators to offer whale shark encounters
and at the same time support the running costs of this pro-
gramme.

This does need to be booked in advance so please contact
Elke Talma on info@mcss.sc for full particulars.



