shark week

PHOTO: GETTY IMAGES

BEYOND THE BITE
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Ever since Jaws hit the
theatres, everyone who
dares enter the water
“knows” they risk a shark
attack. But how dangerous
are these creatures really,
and what will happen if they
get hunted to extinction?
Cain Nunns speaks to some
shark experts and a bite
victim who, surprisingly,
holds no grudges
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shark week

“It felt like a
really sharp
pull. There were a
couple of seconds
of ‘s...t what’s
happened?’ Then I
looked at my arm
and the big hunk
of flesh hanging
off it. I went into
a blind panic,”
says Joe Ferrar,
recounting last
year’s brush
with a shark at
a murky river
mouth in a remote
corner of Bali, in
Indonesia. “I held
it together with
my other hand. It
was mangled —
all attached, but
just a big lump
of meat. When I
let go to look at
the damage, my
arm opened up
and jets of blood
squirted out.”
Unfortunately
for Ferrar, who
was on the first
leg of an epic
overland trip
from Australia
to Europe, his
problems had
only just begun.

of muscle fibres. But despite being far
more likely (some sources say up to 75
times more likely) to be struck dead by
lightning than bitten by a shark, Ferrar
was still one of the lucky ones.

bite victims

According to the University of Floridaadministered International Shark Attack
File (ISAF) — widely regarded as the
clockwise from this image:
there is now thought to be
a major social aspect to
learning; a light micrograph
showing the cerebellum's outer
grey matter — comprising the
molecular layer (pink) and the
granular layer (dark purple)
— and the inner white matter,
shown here in dark pink;
daydreaming isn't always a bad
thing — science says so!

Shark slaughter

"more people
are going to
places where
there are
sharks. Local
communities
are not
prepared for
the number of
people going
into the water"
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THE ALIEN HIGHWAY

A short stay at the local clinic produced
little besides petrified nurses, a quick
bandage job and a dose of Valium. The fourhour pain-wracked cab ride to the capital,
Denpasar — and a hospital that had cut
its trauma teeth on Bali bombing victims
in 2002 — planted the seeds of fear about
losing his arm. That fear was compounded
by a nine-hour wait for an operation that
resulted in 120 exterior stitches and the
fusing together of five tendons and reams

public safety campaigns designed to
protect tourism industries.
“Over the last decade, more people are
going to places where there are sharks.
Local communities are not prepared for
the number of people going into the water,”
said the ISAF’s director George Burgess, in
a February interview with AFP.
Burgess highlighted the United States,
long a shark attack hotspot, as a country
that has successfully minimised threats
to the public through investments in
education, beach safety personnel, and
medical resources. “When trauma occurs,
and when there are serious injuries in
the water, we get people to the hospital
quickly,” he noted.
The United States recorded 29 of the 75
global attacks last year. None of these were
fatal. And while scary, the numbers pale in
comparison to the wholesale slaughter of
shark species on the open seas.

family tree

the great white shark
(Carcharodon carcharias) is one
of the most feared creatures in
the world. however, while it is
a carnivore, it usually preys on
sea lions, seals and turtles
opposite: joe ferrar's arm
after surgery, with 120 exterior
stitches, a permanent reminder
of his run-in with a shark

Sharks belong in the same class of fish,
known as Chondrichthyes, as rays and
chimaeras. The term refers to the fact that
these organisms have no bones, and instead
have skeletons of cartilage. According to
the Florida Museum of Natural History,
chimaeras are sort of fish-like — with
no scales, a soft body and three pairs of
beak-like teeth, they probably aren't what
you picture when you think of fish. A big
difference between sharks and rays is the
way they move. A shark propels itself with
the movement of its tail, while rays swim
with their "wings" (pectoral fins).

world’s definitive source of shark attack
information — 2011 was a bad year for
fatalities caused by bites from the ocean’s
top predators. While in all, unprovoked
attacks dipped from 81 in 2010 to 75 last
year, the number of deaths increased
dramatically. The ISAF says that 12
fatalities were recorded in 2011, the
highest yearly total since 1993. Over the
past decade, an average of 4.3 people died
annually after being attacked by sharks.
But don’t rush to judgement just yet. The
number is still relatively low, and scientists
point to an increase in global tourism
numbers, shoddy beach management,
and underdeveloped rescue and medical
infrastructure as the primary causes of last
year’s spike, particularly in locations not
normally associated with shark attacks.
Three of those places — Reunion,
Seychelles and New Caledonia —
registered a total of five fatalities amongst
them before local authorities began calls
for culling programmes. Conservationists
responded with calls of their own,
accusing them of smoke-and-mirrors

A report by the Pew Environment Group,
Sharks in Trouble: Hunters Become the
Hunted, used an analysis of the Hong Kong
shark fin trade to estimate that up to 73
million sharks are killed every year. The
report found that some populations had
declined by as much as 70 to 80 percent.
Other estimates were higher still — up to
100 million in some cases.
“Estimating the number [of sharks]
caught each year is very difficult because
sharks go unrecorded through illegal
fishing and finning operations. Some
countries allow for fisherman to remove
the fins of sharks and land the bodies
separately. The real number is likely to be
much higher than [the Hong Kong study]
as it did not account for illegal catch,
which contributes largely to the shark
fin trade,” says Ryan Kempster, a marine
neuroecologist at the University of Western
Australia, in Perth, Australia.
“There are virtually no limits on how
many sharks can be caught on the high
seas,” he adds. “International trade
restrictions apply to only a handful of
species, even though nearly one-third of
the world’s sharks are threatened or near
threatened with extinction.”
Kempster, who founded shark
conservation group Support Our Sharks,
says the single biggest threat to sharks is
shark fin soup, long considered a delicacy
in economically dynamic parts of Asia,
particularly China. “Given the speed of
economic growth in countries like China,
more people are keen to show their wealth
and status in society by serving the delicacy
to their family and friends,” says Kempster.
Shark fins are one of the world’s costliest food items, with prices reaching as
high as US$700 per kilogram or US$100 for
a single bowl of soup, according to the Pew
Environment Group. And it’s these prices
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shark week
that are driving an opaque industry built on
big payouts and even bigger profits. While
nobody knows for sure just how much it
is worth, the minimum value of the global
trade has been estimated at a whopping
US$400 million a year.
“The fin industry is often shrouded
in mystery, with many illegal operations
undetected due to the inability to identify
the source of fins once they have been
removed from the shark. It is a very
lucrative business with some very big
players,” says Kempster.

Fin s , F u n , and
F r i c k in ’ L a s e r bea m s
Greek Attack
In the fifth century BC, Ancient Greek
historian Herodotus wrote a dramatised
account of sharks ripping into an entire
Persian war fleet. Broken up by shore rocks,
the Persian ships were then easy prey for the
animals, which “seized and devoured” many a
flailing sailor. According to Herodotus, 300
ships were destroyed and more than 20,000 men
killed by the sea and the hungry hunters

Effects on the ecosystem

What is more readily known is the impact
the trade is having on animals that
scientists deem “crucial” to maintaining
balance within marine ecosystems.
According to the International Union
for Conservation of Nature — more
commonly known as the IUCN — of the
1,046 shark and ray species known to man,
approximately 17 percent are considered
to be threatened and 13 percent are
considered near threatened.
Fin Fiction

"The fin
industry is
often shrouded
in mystery, with
many illegal
operations
undetected due
to the inability
to identify the
source of fins"
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Our answer is “Neither”
PHOTOS: GETTY IMAGES (WHITE SHARK); CORBIS (WHITE SHARK AND DIVER, sHARK FINS), INMAGINE (FIN FICTION)

For more than 400 million years, sharks
have regulated the marine food web. In
the types of coral reefs commonly found
in Asia and the Pacific, herbivorous fish
such as parrotfish are needed to eat algae
and provide space for corals to grow. When
sharks are removed from the reefs, larger
fish, which feed on the herbivores, multiply
and stymie the growth of new coral.
“Sharks play a vital role in the oceans,
in a way that an average fish does not.
Most sharks serve as top predators, at
the pinnacle of the marine food pyramid.
They regulate the natural balance of these
ecosystems, and keep prey populations
in good condition, healthy and strong,
enabling more naturally fit animals to pass
on their genes,” says Kempster.
“Studies have shown what happens
to ocean ecosystems without sharks,”
he explains. “Fisheries shut down due to
increases in normal prey species, which
decimate commercial stocks. Coral
abundance declines and is replaced by
macroalgae. Species diversity declines.

Poor and desperate because of unwise
investments, author Mark Twain in 1897 wrote
a book called More Tramps Abroad to raise
funds. It featured an outlandish story about
how real-life mogul Cecil Rhodes made his
fortune. Whilst wandering poor in Sydney,
Rhodes caught a shark with a scrap of
newspaper in its belly. The newspaper detailed
a war between France and Germany, providing
information that allowed him to corner the
market in wool and make a killing

Comedy site Yourather.com,
which asks outrageous
hypothetical questions, posed a
doozy: Would you rather fight a
shark with bear arms, or fight a
bear with shark arms? “The bear
will have normal feet and the
shark will still have gills,” they
helpfully clarified
Above: scientists say great
whites are "naturally curious"
and will examine things (like
people) that they come into
contact with. Unfortunately
for us, with no hands, a shark's
method of examining objects is
usually by biting them (far left)
left: shark fin soup is a delicacy
in many parts of asia, fuelling
the trade, which kills millions
of sharks every year

Drawn Evil
What’s scarier than a
shark? An intelligent
superhuman god-like
shark with arms and
legs, of course. In the
DC Comics universe,
King Shark is not to
be trifled with. Also
known as Nanaue,
he is the son of the
Hawaiian Shark God.
The villain has bared
his jaws at everyone
from Aquaman to
Superboy and Batman
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right: the great white shark,
though named for its white
underbelly, has a slate-grey
upper half that Contributes
to its hunting prowess. since
these fish usually attack
from below, their grey
colouring lets them blend
in with the sea floor and
sneak up on prey
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unlike most other fish, not all sharks lay eggs. some give birth to live young

shark week
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Save OUR sharks

However, in some parts of the world,
attitudes are changing, as communities
realise the sustainable economic
benefits of shark tourism, which
generates an estimated US$78 million
annually for the Bahamas alone. Other
paradisiacal playgrounds, such as Palau,
the Maldives and Honduras, have been
quick to catch on, designating swathes
of their waters as marine sanctuaries.
“You remove a shark from an
environment and it’s a one-time pay-off,
and in most cases it’s a very low payoff,” says Dr Gregory Skomal, a marine
biologist and head of the Massachusetts
Shark Research Program. “You keep
that animal in the water and it’s a
renewable resource. Places like Palau
are benefitting from this because people
are willing to spend serious money to
dive with a shark in a remote place.”
Skomal, a veteran of Discovery
Channel’s Shark Week programming,
is in the midst of this debate about
conservation and beach management
at Cape Cod, in the US state of
Massachussets, the setting for Steven
Spielberg’s seminal epic, Jaws. Skomal,
who has worked with sharks for almost
30 years, says a resurgence of great
whites (Carcharodon carcharias) in close
proximity to heavily populated swimming
areas has come about through an
explosion in the local seal population.
“[In July] for the first time in 76 years,
we had an attack by a great white. It
almost looked like it just gummed [the
victim]. But the extent of the damage
was just incredible. The shark didn’t
want to eat that person. If it wanted to, it
would have,” says Skomal.
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Experts say humans aren’t on a shark's
food wish list. Most bites, they say, stem
from “exploratory action” on the part of
sharks. But in the case of tiger, great white
and bull sharks, which are reportedly
responsible for almost all of the fatalities
recorded, those nibbles can result in
tremendous blood loss. And the situation
is only compounded by a lack of readily
available medical care.
“We are moving in the right direction and
attitudes are changing through education,
conservation regulations — and maybe even
Shark Week. This attack hasn’t led to an
emotional reaction. The community realises
that there are parts of Cape Cod where you
are taking risks by going out in deep water.
And you just don’t want to do that,” notes

Fin s , F u n , and
F r i c k in ’ L a s e r bea m s
Evil Sharks
Sharks get even deadlier in
the 1997 film Austin Powers:
International Man of Mystery. In
this James Bond spoof, villain
Dr Evil yearns for what every
megalomaniac wants: “sharks
with frickin’ laser beams
attached to their heads!”
Sadly, it can’t be done, but
his evil second-in-command
(Number Two) does have an
alternative: mutated sea
bass. “Are they ill-tempered?”
queries Dr Evil. Absolutely. “Oh
well, that’s a start”

"you remove a
shark from its
environment
and it's a onetime pay-off,
and a very low
one at that.
you keep that
animal in the
water and it's
a renewable
resource"
Skomal. “We got a lot of media attention
but none of it was along the lines of sharks
being evil. The community was logical, but
20 years ago, with the presence of these
sharks off our beaches, we would have
most likely seen massive culling.”
Skomal, who calls his great white diving
experience “the most exciting thing I’ve
ever done and a hell of an adrenaline rush”,
describes an incident in 2004, when a great
white became stranded in a small coastal
pond near Martha’s Vineyard, an island
near Cape Cod. His team was charged with
removing the shark, unharmed.
“I received hundreds of emails, and
99 percent of them were from folks
encouraging me to save the shark.
Ironically, about half a century earlier, a
similar event happened near Cape Cod,
and within two hours the town went out and
killed it,” he says. It is a sentiment shared
by Joe Ferrar, who despite his Bali setback,
a few nightmares, flashbacks and “losing
it” on a Malaysian beach, managed to
eventually resume his travel plans — and is
now gearing up for a surf trip to El Salvador.
Despite his trauma, Ferrar is philosophical. “I was in the wrong place at the wrong
time. It was a random occurrence," he says.
"So I try and think about it logically. It’s just
one of those things.”

Nice Sharks
Featuring Jack Black as the voice of a loveable
shark who befriends the main character Oscar
(voiced by Will Smith), the 2004 animated feature
Shark Tale portrays the normally loathed
animals as caring and thoughtful (Black’s
character, Lenny, is a vegetarian) — though
some evil sharks feature too

Music to Swim to

can sharks drown?

PHOTOS: GETTY IMAGES (SHARK FINNING); CORBIS (AQUARIUM); EVERETT/TPG/CLICK PHOTOS (DR EVIL)

Ecological chain reactions are set in
motion that cannot be undone. We
should fear a world without sharks far
more than one with them.”
But it’s not just the fin industry that is
to blame. Following a spate of attacks in
Hawaii, local authorities embarked on a
far-reaching cull of the indigenous tiger
shark (Galeocerdo cuvier) population,
despite strong opposition from scientists
and conservationists. Most scientists say
cull programmes are emotional “kneejerk” reactions designed to assuage
public concerns, and have little impact
on reducing the number of attacks.
The Pew report found that a study
on the removal of tiger sharks from
Hawaii’s French Frigate Shoals ended
with disastrous results. Once the sharks
were gone, the seabird population
skyrocketed, along with their predation
on tuna and jacks. Significant declines
in the populations of both these species
put the kibosh on what were lucrative
commercial fishing operations.

The short answer is: not all of them. Some
sharks can actively pump water through
their mouths over their gills, and hence can
lie still and not suffocate. At the other end
of the spectrum are the sharks that can't
breathe that way — and yes, these species
will drown if they hold still long enough.
Incidentally, there have been at least two
recorded incidents of a killer whale grabbing
a great white, holding it immobile until it
drowns, then eating it. After those incidents,
the local population of great white sharks
disappeared for a while, one member even
swimming 3,200 kilometres away.

In 1975, Steven Spielberg’s Jaws hit the screen
and became the biggest summer blockbuster
in history. But the real star of the show was
the haunting score by John Williams. Although
most of the score was just a repeated pattern
of two notes, the theme’s simplicity made it an
instant classic, earning Williams an Academy
Award, among other accolades

Fur, Suckers and Teeth
above: swimming with sharks
isn't for everyone, but you can
still come pretty close to one
at an aquarium
left: Overfishing partly caused
by the booming demand for fins
is threatening the existence of
many species of shark

The internet continues to terrify readers
with a totally plausible photoshopped
“Bearsharkctopus” which, as you might imagine,
is a bear body with a shark face and octopus
tentacles for arms. It currently tops DCM’s
list of Least Desirable Pets
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