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Sharks and people
Background reading for teachers

This reading gives you the background to each slide and fact sheet, with sources you can check. The

facts on the fact sheets are simplified for students. Here are the details behind them.

How many sharks, and why

A 2024 study tracked the fate of an estimated 1.1 billion sharks caught by fisheries. Total fishing mortality

rose from about 76 million to 80 million sharks a year between 2012 and 2019, with roughly 25 million

from threatened species, and up to 101 million in 2019 once sharks not identified to species were

counted. Coastal fisheries account for 95% of the total. Nearly 70% of maritime jurisdictions have

introduced measures against finning, but these did not reduce overall mortality. Regional bans on catching

or keeping sharks had some success.1 Finning is now less common, since most sharks are landed whole,

but demand for shark meat and fins keeps catches high.2

Trade controls

At the 2022 CITES meeting in Panama, governments listed all 54 requiem shark species, six more

hammerheads and 37 guitarfish on Appendix II, which means international trade needs permits showing it

is legal and sustainable.3 Requiem sharks and hammerheads make up well over half of the fins traded

each year.4

Bycatch and reef sharks

The Global FinPrint survey of 371 reefs linked the loss of reef sharks mainly to overfishing, with longlines

and gillnets the single largest contributor. Reefs with healthy sharks were in well-governed places that

banned shark fishing or had strong, science-based limits.5 In the Philippines, Fisheries Administrative

Order 193 of 1998 makes it illegal to catch, sell, buy, possess, transport or export whale sharks and

manta rays, and requires any caught by accident to be released unharmed.6

Manta rays

Mantas usually have a single pup every two to three years, among the lowest breeding rates of any shark

or ray.7 Demand for their gill plates, sold as a tonic in some Asian markets, drove fisheries that caused

local declines of over 85% in some regions. There is no scientific evidence that gill plates work, and

several studies have found harmful levels of heavy metals in mobulid gill plates and meat.8 The reef

manta is listed as Vulnerable and the giant manta as Endangered.

Oslob and Donsol

Whale sharks at Oslob have been fed daily since 2011. More than 500,000 tourists visit each year. In-

water studies from 2015 to 2017 found that sharks with more previous visits were less likely to show

avoidance behaviour, and that in 93% of surveys people were less than 2 metres from a shark.9 Photo-

identification showed some individuals became year-round residents, a clear response to feeding.10

Researchers from LAMAVE have also reported more injuries and scars on Oslob sharks than at non-
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feeding sites. Supporters of the feeding point out that it supports 177 fishers, who fund sea wardens and

police patrols and help protect five marine reserves.11 Donsol's whale shark tourism began after the

1998 discovery of a large aggregation there, which led directly to Fisheries Administrative Order 193.

Before that, whale sharks were poached in parts of the Visayas for export.12 Donsol protected its waters

by municipal ordinance in 1998 and runs a community-based, no-feeding program with trained Butanding

Interaction Officers. TIME named it the best place for an animal encounter in 2004.13

Monad Shoal

In 2015, Daanbantayan's mayor signed an executive order making Monad Shoal and Gato Island a shark

and ray sanctuary, banning the catching and trading of all sharks and rays there. The Thresher Shark

Research and Conservation Project estimated that about 80% of the municipal economy depends on

scuba diving.14 Local enforcement is supported by the deputised group Migo sa Iho, and Monad Shoal is

described as the only place in the world where thresher sharks can be seen with near certainty every

day.15 The pelagic thresher was reassessed as Endangered in 2019.16

Worth more alive?

A 2013 study estimated that about 590,000 shark watchers spend more than US$314 million a year,

directly supporting 10,000 jobs, compared with a landed value for global shark fisheries of about US$630

million that had been falling. Shark watching was projected to more than double within 20 years.17 These

figures are now over ten years old, so use them to make the point, not as current numbers. It is also

worth discussing that tourism money does not reach every fishing community.
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