
OPERATION  WHALE  SHARK  TAKES  A  G IANT LEAP  FORWARD  

Shark Research Institute Successful in Obtaining 
Protection for Whale Sharks in Honduran Territorial 
Waters 
 
On October 28, 1999, Alex Antoniou, Ph.D., Caribbean Field 
Director of the Shark Research Institute (SRI), met with 50 
Honduran government officials in Tegucigalpa, Honduras, to 
ask for protection for whale sharks in their waters. Officials 
from the Navy, Department of Tourism, Biodiversity, Marine 
Fisheries and the Department of Agriculture attended SRI’s 
presentation. After reviewing data provided by SRI, the 
Honduran government decreed the whale shark a protected 
species in their territorial waters with severe penalties for 
violators. Passage of this law makes Honduras the first 
nation in the Caribbean to protect whale sharks. 
 

Present at the meeting was a film 
crew from Thomas Horton 
Associates who plan to air their 
footage as part of Discovery 
Channel’s Shark Week 2000. 
 
SRI’s whale shark study, Operation 
Whale Shark, was initiated in South 
Africa in 1993 to gather baseline 
data about whale sharks. To date, 
SRI researchers have deployed 
visual ID tags on more than 250 
whale sharks and satellite tags on 
four (4) whale sharks in addition to 
collecting tissue samples for 
mtDNA analysis. The tagging 
project expanded to Mozambique 
(1994),  Seychel les (1996), 
Honduras (1997) and Mexico 
(1999). The SRI Caribbean Field 
Base is located in Utila, Bay 
Islands, Honduras.   
 
Although whale sharks are the 
largest fish in the sea, reaching 
lengths of 40' and greater, prior to 
Operation Whale Shark, little 
baseline data on the species had 
been gathered. Whale sharks, 
known to divers as the gentle 
giants, are rare; by 1986 there had 
been only 320 recorded sightings 
of these behemoths in all of  
western scientific literature. One 
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The government asked a federal judge to 
stop sales of a popular brand of shark 
cartilage and two other alternative 
remedies, saying they illegally claim to treat 
cancer. 
 

Benefin, the shark cartilage, has not been 
proven to treat cancer, the Food and Drug 
Administration said in seeking a permanent 
injunction against the New Jersey-based 
Lane Labs - USA’s sales of the product. 
 

The FDA complaint also names a Lane skin 
cream called SkinAnswer that claims to 
treat skin cancer, and a rice-bran extract 
called MGN-3 that claims to treat both 
cancer and AIDS.   

and the liver oil is sold as a food 
supplement.  

 

The slaughter, sale, and export of whale 
shark meat has been banned by the 
Philippine Department of Agriculture (DA) 
since March 1998. Violators receive fines 
of P500 to P5,000 and/or imprisonment of 
six months to four years for each offense. 

 
 
 

Whale Shark Museum 
A whale shark museum is schedule to open 
in January 2000 in Mindanao. The museum 
has been constructed and will be operated 
by the Mindanao Marine Wildlife Watch, a 
collective of former whale shark hunters 
working with the Philippine Department of 
Tourism. 
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Philippines: Whale Shark 
Trafficking 

FULL HOUSE VOTES TO STOP FINNING  

On November 1st, in a unanimous voice 
vote on the floor of the House of 
Representatives in Washington, D.C., 
Congress voted to endorse a ban on shark 
finning in U.S. waters. This is a significant 
event in the course of fisheries 
management; the action by Congress 
supports the public's call for sound and 
practical management of all fisheries in US 
waters. 

 October 28, 1999: The [Philippine] Senate 
is set to investigate the wholesale killing 
and trafficking of whale sharks in the 
Visayas and Mindanao, which have 
become transshipment points of banned 
whale shark meat. Senator Miriam 
Defensor Santiago, who is seeking the 
Senate probe, cited reports that despite an 
existing ban whale shark trade continues in 

P a m i l a c a n 
Island in Bohol 
a n d  s o m e 
a r e a s  i n 
Mindanao and 
Sorsogon. Also 
c i t ed  were 
news accounts 
t ha t  wha le 
shark meat is 
being smuggled 
f r o m  t h e 
P h i l i p p i n e s 

through fake certification orders issued by 
the National Quarantine Service. 
According to the World Wildlife Fund, Cebu 
City has become a major transshipment 
point for the export of whale products to 
Hong Kong, Taiwan and South Korea 
where the meat is marketed as Tofu Shark 

objective of SRI’s study is to determine if 
there are discrete populations of whale 
sharks or a single global population; 
important because whale sharks are now 
targeted by Asian Fisheries, and it there is but 
a single worldwide population of the sharks, 
then the targeting of the species anywhere in 
the world could affect the global population.  
SRI also seeks to create value for whale 
sharks as living resources to the dive tourism 
industry, particularly in developing countries 
where the gentle giants might otherwise be 
slaughtered for export markets.   
 

For more information contact SRI Headquarters  
(609) 921-3522, or email marie@sharks.org 
or antoniou@sharks.org 

Honduras cont.. 

USA: Shark Feeding 

The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission has scheduled a fact-finding 
workshop on shark feeding dives to 
determine if regulation is warranted. 

Washington- December 10,1999 
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Global Shark Attack File 

SRI maintains the GSAF as a resource for 
researchers, physicians and the media to 

provide accurate data about these incidents 
 

Hawaii 1999: At 5:20 pm on November 23, 
Laurie Boyett, 51, of Rhode Island was 
swimming with her nephew 300 yards off 
shore from Kona Village Resort when a 6' 
to 8' gray-colored shark bit her right 
buttock. She also sustained defense 
injuries on her hands. Two employees 
from the resort heard Boyett and the boy's 
shouts for help and used a small motor 
boat to get the woman and bring her to 
shore. A country rescue helicopter 
transported her to Kona Community 
Hospital where her injuries were surgically 
repaired. 
 

It was also near dusk on October 1 off the 
Old Kona Airport Park, several miles south 
of Kona Village Resort, when Jesse 
Spencer, 16, was bitten by a shark. On 
July 21, Griffith Yamaguchi, 43, was bitten 
by a shark at Hilo near Honolii Bridge, and 
on March 12, Robyne Knutson, 29, was 
bitten by a 12' to 13' tiger shark off 
Kaanapali Beach, Maui. There were two 
other incidents in Hawaiian waters earlier 
this year: one off Maui and another off 
Kaua’i. 

On October 1, 1999, a rare megamouth 
shark (a 17' female) was caught in a drift 
gillnet and released alive in good 
condition. A National Marine Fisheries 
Service observer was aboard the 
commercial swordfish vessel 30 miles west 
of San Diego, California. The observer was 
able to take 
four color 
photographs 
i n c l u d i n g 
one shown 
here of the 
s h a r k ' s 
upper jaw 
(white lip) / 
lower jaw 
(dark spots 
on white 
chin) and 
others of the underside of the body (no 
visible claspers). Water depth at this 
location is 190 fathoms and water 
temperature was 67.2°F. This is the third 
(November 1984, October 1990) 
megamouth shark caught off southern 
California in a drift gillnet targeting 
swordfish. 

Another Megamouth 

SRI extends a warm welcome to three  
new corporate sponsors: 
• Continental Airlines 
• Speedo Authentic Fitness 
• Thomas Horton Associates 

New Corporate Sponsors 

Canada 

To our Canadian members, this is how 
your tax dollars are being spent: On 
November 10, 1999, the Canadian 
government and Quebec City 
biopharmaceutical f irm Aeterna 
Laboratories Inc. announced a joint 
cancer research investment of about 
C$100 million. Trial  tests of the shark 
cartilage derivative, Neovastat, will be 
conducted as part of this 5-year 
research program. Reuters 

On November 16,1999 it was announced 
that the Maltese Minister of the 
Environment issued a legal notice and 
officially designated white sharks 
(Carcharodon carcharias), basking sharks 
(Cetorhinus maximus) and devil rays 
(Mobula mobulus) as protected species in 
Malta’s territorial waters.  By so doing, 
Malta has become the first country in the 
Mediterranean to protect the white shark.  
Marine Life Care Group Malta, Leonard 
Compagno, Giuseppe Notarbartolo di 
Sciara,  Bernard Seret, Sarah Fowler, 
divers and the media succeeded in gaining 
public support for protection of these 
species and SRI congratulates them on 
achieving their goal! 

MALTA 
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In the search for new locations to study 
whale sharks, SRI has uncovered a gem 
along the rim of the Bay of LaPaz, Baja, 
Mexico.  "It isn't unusual to see three or four 
15' to 20' sharks swimming in the bay," says 
Fernando Aguilar owner of Club Cantamar 
where the SRI Field Station is located.  
 
An SRI team visited La Paz September 19-
25, 1999, to establish the field station and 
observe whale sharks in the Sea of Cortez. 
The SRI team, Caribbean Field Director Dr. 
Alex Antoniou and Field Assistants Tom 
Clarke and Sandra Mihalenko, 
accomplished many objectives on the 
research expedition. They met with all of 
the area dive operators, inviting them to 
participate in the project and shown types of 
data SRI plans to collect.  
 
"We really want this to be a program that 
involves the entire dive community," said 
Mihalenko. "This species will provide the 
main livelihood of the tourism industry here 
for years to come, so both research and 
protection are important."  
 
The team also observed whale sharks and 
documented behaviors of the sharks on 
video. A spotter plane was used to locate 

the whale sharks. "Without assistance from 
the air, the search is virtually impossible,"  
according to Pedro Aguilar, Fernando's son.  
“Radio communication allows the pilot to 
guide the research vessel to the sharks.” 
 
The whale shark is a precious commodity to 
the dive operators of La Paz. They are 
passionate about protecting the species. So 
devoted, that in June 2000 they are hosting 
the first international conference focusing on 
the whale shark. La Paz plans to bring 
together both the dive tourism industry and 
the world's top researchers to share 
information and formulate strategies to 
benefit the "Gentle Giants".  
 

“It isn’t unusual 

to see three or 

four 15-20 foot 

sharks 

swimming in 

the bay,” 

Operation Whale Shark Expands,  

New Field Station in Baja, Mexico 


