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  What you can doWhat you can do  
  • Respect and understand  
   sharks and rays. You don’t  
   have to love them, but   
   understand that they are  
   important to the health of  
   marine ecosystems
  • If you’re fishing and you  
   catch a shark, release it  
   unharmed
• Show your support for the   
 conservation of sharks and rays,  
 and their habitats
• Show your commitment to   
 sustainable Australian fisheries.  
 Ask your fishmonger or   
 supermarket deli about where  
 the seafood has come from.   
 Choose local seafood, find out  
 about which fisheries are   
 sustainable and only buy seafood  
 from those with a good   
 sustainability track record. 

Sharks 
and Rays

Sharks, ecosystems and peopleSharks, ecosystems and people
As apex predators many sharks play vital roles in marine food chains by 
controlling population numbers, keeping them healthy. By targeting sick and 
injured animals, sharks also help prevent the spread of disease. When sharks 
are removed from the ecosystem, the whole ecosystem can be effected. On 
the Atlantic coast of the United States, scientists believe that declines of large 
sharks have led to large increases in populations of smaller predators such 
as cownose rays. These rays eat almost all of the available scallops and may 
be the main reason for the collapse of a century-old scallop fishery (in 2004, the 
catch of bay scallops in North Carolina fell to less than 68 kilograms).  

Sharks and rays are also important to people. Indigenous Australians have many 
traditional and cultural links to sharks and rays, and sharks like the hammerhead 
shark are totems and characters in traditional stories. Medical researchers are also 
interested in sharks and rays and continue to conduct studies on how they could 
benefit humans.

Up to 100 million sharks are taken from the world’s oceans every year,   
equivalent to three sharks per second. Unfortunately, sharks and rays cannot 
sustain intensive pressure because they reproduce slowly. Many shark 
and ray populations (and their fisheries) have collapsed and up to 20 
per cent of the sharks and rays assessed by the IUCN (International 
Union for Conservation of Nature) are listed as threatened with 
extinction. In Queensland, scientists and fisheries managers are 
concerned about the health of shark populations, and 
some species are endangered.

Shark and Ray FactsShark and Ray Facts
• There are about 350 species of sharks and rays in    
 Australian waters

• Sharks and rays have skeletons made of cartilage instead of  
 bone. Cartilage is lighter and more flexible than bone and   
 some sharks can almost twist themselves into a circle

• Some reef sharks give birth to fully formed live young while others   
 lay eggs in egg cases

• Compared to bony fishes (like coral trout), sharks live for a long time,  
 grow slowly and produce few young. The sandbar shark has a lower  
 reproductive rate than the Asian tiger! 

• The whale shark is the largest living fish in the world and can grow   
 up to 12 metres long. In spite of their size, they only eat plankton 

• The pygmy shark is the smallest shark and only grows to 15   
 centimetres long.

Where have all  
the sharks gone?the sharks gone?
All sharks were once portrayed as vicious and dangerous “man-
eaters”.  In reality, the risk of shark attack is very low and you are 
15 times more likely to be killed by a falling coconut at the beach 
than being killed by a shark! Many people now value sharks 
and rays, and in the Great Barrier Reef, a single sighting of a 

shark may be worth as much as $1300 to the Reef 
tourism industry. Unfortunately, divers have 

also reported that in some areas of the 
world, the sharks they came to dive with 

have been fished out. 

Leopard 
Shark

Whipray

Stingray

Hammerhead 
Shark

Lemon 
Sharks


