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Protecting Our Fishing Future

Protecting our sharks

Sharks belong to a group of cartilaginous fish 
(this means they have no bones, only cartilage) 
that use gills to obtain oxygen from the water. 

Are sharks protected?
Yes. There are eight protected species of shark found within 
the Australian Fishing Zone:

Name of shark Conservation status

Grey nurse shark (Carcharias taurus) East coast: critically endangered  
West coast: vulnerable

Great white shark (Carcharodon carcharias) Vulnerable/migratory species

Speartooth shark (Glyphis sp A) Critically endangered

Northern river shark (Glyphis sp C) Endangered

Whale shark (Rhincodon typus) Vulnerable

Shortfin mako (Isurus oxyrinchus) Migratory species

Longfin mako (Isurus paucus) Migratory species

Porbeagle (Lamna nasus) Migratory species



studentsfo
rFO
R TEACHERS www.forteachersforstudents.com.au   

Page 
2

www.afma.gov.au

Protecting Our Fishing Future
What is threatening the shark population?
Threats to shark populations include:

 �  Interactions with fishing operations and recreational fishing – an ‘interaction’ is any physical 
contact a person, boat or fishing gear has with a protected species that causes the animal 
stress, injury or death. Sharks are sometimes attracted to fisheries operations by bait in the 
water or fish that have already been caught. They can then be hooked when they try to take 
a fish from a line, or become entangled in nets.

 �  Incidental bycatch – great white sharks may be caught as incidental bycatch. Bycatch is 
any fish that are caught by accident. For example, a fisheries operation may be trying to 
catch gummy shark, but when they pull up their nets or lines they have caught other types 
of fish as well. The other fish are called bycatch. 

 �  Shark finning  – shark finning is the practice of removing a shark’s fins (often while it is 
still alive) and then returning the rest of the body to the water. Shark finning is illegal in 
Commonwealth Fisheries: the whole shark must be landed. Shark fin is predominantly used 
in Chinese cooking, e.g. for shark fin soup. It is considered a delicacy and some people 
believe it has medicinal value. It is a high-priced commodity, especially as shark finning has 
now been banned by many countries. This, however, does not stop illegal and unlicensed 
shark finning.

What is the Australian Fisheries Management Authority (AFMA) 
doing to protect sharks?
AFMA sets strict catch limits for commercial shark species. Sharks are looked after by several 
groups and various action plans that aim to reduce the risk of harm to them. These guidelines 
and plans include:

 �  releasing caught protected species with as little damage as possible

 �  establishing Marine Protected Areas to protect significant shark breeding areas (nurseries)

 �  using excluder and bycatch reduction devices that minimise the incidental catch of sharks 

 �  reporting all interactions with protected species to AFMA

 � banning shark finning

 �  banning unbreakable wire lines in tuna fisheries. These lines do not break when large 
sharks are caught and cannot be cut close to the hook so the shark can be safely released.
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Shark facts

 �  There are about 350 species of shark worldwide, and they vary in length from 25 
centimetres to 18 metres! 

 �  All sharks are carnivorous predators (meat eaters), but diets vary between species. Bony 
fish are a popular food for many sharks, but larger sharks also like to eat marine mammals 
and marine turtles. 

 �  Some sharks are bottom feeders, with a specially designed jaw to help them pick up prey 
from the bottom of the ocean. Others are filter feeders, straining plankton from the water. 

 �  Some sharks lay eggs, some have live young, and some produce eggs that hatch internally.

 �  Not a lot is known about how sharks grow and age, but it is thought that they grow much 
more slowly than bony fish. They also start to reproduce late in their lives and this is why 
they can be at severe risk of population decline.

Do you want to find out more about sharks? There is more information on the AFMA website 
www.afma.gov.au. Check it out!

http://www.afma.gov.au

