
  

Whale sharks (Sagren) 
are found regularly around 
Seychel les, occurr ing 
throughout the year with 
most sighting being re-
corded around Mahé Island 
during two peak periods: 
June to August and Octo-
ber to December. In fact, 
some of the earliest sight-
ings were recorded here. In 
1868 Irish naturalist E. Per-
cival Wright reported see-
ing a 14m (46ft) specimen 
in Port Victoria, Mahé. 

  Being the largest fish, they 
have almost no natural 
predators and until recently 
were not considered good 
eating. Today, the oriental 
restaurant trade is promot-
ing the flesh of these gentle 
giants as ‘Tofu Shark’ and 
so they are actively hunted 
in many areas. For a shark 
with a long and slow repro-

ductive cycle, this is very 
bad news. As long ago as 
1990, conservationists 
had already f lagged 
the whale shark on 
the IUCN (International 
Union for Conservation of 
Nature  and Natural Re-
sources) Red List as 
'endangered, vulnerable or 
rare'. However, by 1996 the 
species was still unpro-
tected and listed as 'Data 
Deficient'.    

  

In order to provide some 
data to support the pro-
posed protected status of 
whale sharks, a pilot project 
to monitor their numbers 
and occurrence around 
Seychelles was started in 
November 1996 with assis-
tance from PADI Project 
Aware. This was imple-
mented by local conserva-
tionists, divers and volun-

teer helpers in liaison w ith 
the Shark Research Insti-
tutes of South Africa and 
New Jersey (see next issue 
for details)   

Following on the success 
of this project, those people 

involved in it formed the 
Marine Conservation Soci-
ety Seychelles (MCSS) 
incorporating a local chap-
ter of the Shark Research 
Institute. This allowed the 
continuation of the monitor-
ing work and the support of 
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Individual whale sharks 
can be recognised from the 
distinct spot patterns on 

their dorsal fins and behind 
their gills. Scarring damage 
to the fins can also be a 
good visual identification. 
However, it still takes a dis-
cerning eye to distinguish 
between individual sharks 
as well as knowledge of 
previously sighted sharks.    

Scarring and spot patterns 
are therefore not an easy or 

reliable means of identifica-
tion. Most of the people 
who report whale shark 
sightings have no back-
ground in whale shark 
identification and often 
forget to note scarring or 
spot patterns when en-
countering the gentle gi-
ant, so overwhelmed are 
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Whale Sharks       
Protected in             
Seychelles! 

On the 13th January 2003, 
the Cabinet of Seychelles 
approved the proposal by 
the Minister of Environ-
ment, Mr. Ronny Jumeau, 
to protect whale sharks in 
the territorial waters of 
Seychelles. This further 
enhances the initiatives of 
other range states, such as 
the Maldives, South Africa, 
Australia and India to pro-
tect the species throughout 
its trans-boundary migra-
tions around the Indian 
Ocean.  

W h a l e s h a r k Ta g s — A n o v e r v i e w 

Shark with damaged dorsal 

(Continue on page 2) 

(Continue on page 2) 

Hard at work 
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skin by a tagging applicator.  

Tracking the Sharks …. The big advan-
tage of the basic visual tag is that you 
do not need any special equipment to 
track the shark; you simply check each 
shark for its number and can build up 
a picture of its movements by repeated 
sightings. This is good in theory but it 
is also the major weakness in that it 
requires someone to not only find the 
shark again but get close enough to 
read the tag; unfortunately experience 
has shown that these sharks are sel-
dom seen and re-sighting data is not 
easily generated.   

This has heralded the use of high 
technology or 'smart tags' which can 
transmit information over distances so 
that it is not necessary to actual re-
sight the shark to confirm where it is. 
The Seychelles programme is using 
three types of these advanced tags 
each giving remote information in 
different ways.   

Archival Pop-Off Tags are compact 
tags, about the size of a small hand 
light, that record and store data on 
depth, temperature and light intensity 
(i.e. approximate geographical posi-
tion). They are designed to 'pop-off' 
and float to the surface at a set time 
and then transmit the data by ARGOS 
satellite to the pro-
ject team. The trans-
lated data provides 
an overall picture of 
the shark’s move-
ments as well as its 
daily diving and 
surfacing habits. 

they by the experience.   

With the aim of facilitating whale 
shark identification, MCSS set up a 
Whale Shark Tagging Programme in 
Seychelles based on a pilot project in 
1996 (see next issue for more details). 
Since then, the programme has used 
various tag types to monitor the distri-
bution and migration of whale sharks 
in the western Indian Ocean. 

Identifying sharks …. Initially the tags 
used were thin 'spaghetti' tags which 
were effective but 
difficult to read. In 
2001, these were 
replaced by plac-
ard  tags similar to 
those used in Be-
lize by the UK Dar-
w in In i t iat ive 
Whale Shark Project. The tag has a 
coloured bar indicating the year of 
tagging, the letter 'S' representing the 
Seychelles programme and an identify-
ing number. The tag is anchored to the 
back of the shark, normally close to the 
dorsal fin, by a titanium anchor dart 
that is inserted into the shark’s thick 

  
Spot2 Positional Tags transmit when-

ever they are at the surface and by 
cross triangulation between the receiv-
ing Argos satellites they can give accu-
rate position fixes. The whole tag is 
encapsulated in a buoyant casing to 
ensure that the aerial is above the wa-
ter for transmissions when the shark is 
near the surface. 
Spot2 tags are 
however rela-
t ively bu lky, 
causing drag in 
the water, which 
in turn places 
more stress on 
the anchor point 
and makes it more difficult to keep 
them attached to the shark.  

  Acoustic Tags are designed for close 
quarters tracking. The tag has an 
acoustic transponder which sends out 
a 'sonar-like' signal which is picked up 
by an in-water hydro-phone. This sys-
tem gives extremely accurate fine scale 
details of the sharks movements and 
diving/ surfacing behaviour but is ex-
tremely resource intensive, requiring a 
boat to follow the shark for 48 to 72 
consecutive hours. This can give excel-
lent data but the logistical require-
ments and the 
shark's capabil-
ity to travel up 
to 35 kilome-
tres  a day 
tend to restrict 
the usage of 
this technol-
ogy. 

around the islands and also what they 
are doing and where they go.   

The pilot programme relied solely on 
voluntary funding and support and this is 
still the core basis of the project now run 
under the auspices of the Marine Con-
servation Society Seychelles (MCSS). In 
Summer 2001, the MCSS also received 
grant funding from the World Bank 
Global Environmental Facility for the 
project which has allowed MCSS to up-
grade the technology used and fund 
some specialist assistance in imple-
menting the monitoring programme.  

Continued in next issue…. 

other marine related conservation 
projects.   

The principle aim of the MCSS 
Whale Shark Monitoring programme 
is to elucidate the habits of these 
remarkable sharks and promote their 
conservation both locally and inter-
nationally.    

The monitoring programme relies 
on being able to identify individual 
whale sharks and then record their 
activities and movements by subse-
quent re-sightings. This gives an 
indication of the number of sharks 

NOTICE BOARD

 

Sightings in Jan-Mar 2003 
88 reported sightings  

70 in-water encounters  

34 sharks identified 

13 sharks tagged 

15 sharks sexed (13M/2F) 

12 sharks re-sighted from 
this season 

3 Sharks re-sighted from 
last season  

P A G E 2 

W h a l e s h a r k t a g s . . . 

W h a l e s h a r k R e s e a r c h a n d c o n s e r v a t i o n . . . 
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Tagged sharks are easily identified 

(Continued from page 1) 

Pop-Off Tag 

Acoustic Tag 

Placard Tag 

Spot2 Tag 

(Continued from page 1) 
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vices said “we were travelling quite fast 
and were due to arrive on Praslin in 15 
minutes when the coxswain noticed 
three whale sharks in our course. He 
swerved and successfully avoided 
them but apparently there was a 
fourth fish below the water surface”.   

Passengers on board, including Mr 
Hoareau, commented that it felt “as 
though we had beached”. None of the 
20 passengers on board sustained any 
injuries.   

The whale shark however, wasn’t so 
lucky. Mr Hoareau said that there was 
blood in the water behind the vessel 
and that the partly submerged 8m 
shark was seen swimming way. The 
blood appeared to be flowing from a 

wound on its back. 
The extent of inju-
ries sustained by 
the whale shark is 
unclear. The 3 
other sharks were 
unaffected by the 
incident and con-
tinued to swim at 
the surface 

  This is the first ever 
reported collision 
incident between a 
vessel and a whale 
shark in Seychelles. 
How ever , Sey-
chelles canno t 

  
On the 16th February 2003, the high 

speed vessel La Creole limped back to 
Mahé for repairs after a collision w ith a 
Whale shark near Praslin. According to 
Travel Services Seychelles (TSS) who 
operate La Creole, the vessel was re-
placing Cat Cocos, the regular ferry 
service between Mahé and Praslin, 
which was undergoing routine main-
tenance.   

The boat suffered slight damage (a 
hole approximately four inches in di-
ameter in its fibreglass hull) and was 
temporarily taken out of service for 
repairs, suspending the regular boat 
service between Mahé and Praslin. 

In an interview with Seychelles Nation, 
Mr Hugh Hoareau of TSS Marine Ser-

claim fame for this isolated incidence 
as there are a number of reports dat-
ing back to 1932 of similar occurrence 
in the north western Indian Ocean 
region. In fact, according to E.W 
Grudger (1938), more whale sharks 
have been rammed by steamers in the 
Red Sea region than in any other part 
of the world.   

Grudger believed that the frequency 
of such incidents were indicative of the 
sharks habits and behaviour. Being the 
largest fish, it has no enemies and 
seems to be unafraid of large vessels. 
In fact, whale sharks have been ob-
served swimming so closely to vessels, 
that people have suggested they were 
inspecting them. They get caught on 
the bow either because they lie inert in 
the path of the approaching ship, or 
because they swim across the path so 
slowly that they are caught. The sharks 
that survive such encounters bear dis-
tinctive and often extensive scars.  

P A G E 3 

C o l l i s io n w i t h a w h a l e s h a r k ! 

If you see a whale shark... 

Please help us by recording as much information as you can:  

Where and when the sighting occurred 

The rough size of the shark and any marks, tags etc 

What the shark was doing at the time 

The presence of any other marine animals in the area 

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

Phone the Whale Shark Hot line ~  590 772  

Fill out the on-line sighting form at our web site: www.mcss.sc   

OR Post your finding to us at:     PO Box 384    

      Victoria    
      Mahe    

                    Seychelles 

VO L. 1 , N O . 1 

If you find a detached tag please 
return it to MSCC as we may be 
able to download additional data 
from them. 

“the coxswain noticed three whale 

sharks in our course. He swerved and 

successfully avoided them but 

apparently there was a fourth fish 

below the water surface”. 

A 5m whale shark, Rhincodon typus,  seen swimming 
just beneath the surface of the water. on a clear day. 

Photo by Steve Maximo

http://www.mcss.sc


 
PO Box 384 
Victoria 
Mahe  
Seychelles 

By becoming a whale shar k f ost er 
par ent you ar e ensur ing t hat r e-
search on whale sharks is continued. 
Your suppor t will assist in pr ot ect -
ing t hese amazing cr eat ur es and 
ensur e t hat t hey cont inue r oaming 
the world’s tropical oceans.  

Adopt me ! 

Mazar in (s275): A 4½ m j uvenile 
male whale shar k t agged on t he 
25t h J anuar y 2003 near L' ilôt I s-
land. He has a dist inct scar ing pat -
tern and is easily recognized.   

Pas- par - t ou (s247): A 6m j uvenile 
male whale shar k t agged in 2001 
wit h Tag s201 and again in 2002 
af t er t he or iginal t ag was f ound t o 
have been par t ially br oken. He now 
carries the tag  s247.  

Adopt a whale shark for one year and we will 
send you (or your friend): 

A personalised Adoption Certificate 

Fact sheets on your chosen shark 

A general whale shark fact sheet 

The MCSS Whale Shark Newsletter 

A d o pt a w h a l e s h a r k 

Fax: 26 11 15  

Email: info@mcss.sc 

M A RI N E CO N SERVA TI ON SO CI ETY SEYCH ELLES 

We are on the Web! 

www.mcss.sc 


