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The basking shark can grow up to 10 metres in length and may weigh as much

as four or five tonnes. The body is grey-brown, streamlined yet stout, with a

crescent-shaped tail fin. The shark’s name comes from its habit of apparently

basking on the water surface in good weather. 

A filter-feeder, the basking shark uses modified gill rakers to filter out

zooplankton from the vast quantities of water taken in as it swims around slowly

with its enormous mouth wide open. The dorsal fin and the upper lobe of its tail

fin sometimes break the surface when it is feeding.

Distribution
Basking sharks are seen regularly off the coasts of the Atlantic and

Mediterranean and in other temperate oceans throughout the world, usually

during the spring and summer.  Even though they are widespread, they are seen

at relatively few places where their food source is most abundant. Very

occasionally, large schools of between 50 and 100 sharks have been sighted. 

Basking sharks usually appear in British waters off the Devon and Cornwall

coasts in early May, but are sighted much earlier in the Mediterranean and

southern Europe. They also occur off the west coast of Scotland and off

Northern Ireland, the Isle of Man, in the Irish Sea, and as far north as Norway in

the summer. They have also been caught in fishing nets in the North Sea. 

Little is known about where they spend the colder months of the year when their

food resources are low. They may stop feeding and move to deep water to

overwinter, or they may migrate south. Some sharks caught in the winter around

Britain had shed their gill rakers and appeared to be growing new ones ready for

the spring.

Reproduction
In British waters, basking sharks pair in early summer. Eggs hatch inside the

mother. The length of the pregnancy is unknown, but it may last from one to

three years. When the young are born, they are about 1.5 metres in length. Only

one pregnant female is known to have been caught by a fisherman, and she gave

birth to six young. Females are therefore thought to spend their pregnancy in an

area free from fishing activity - possibly in deep water. After giving birth they

may rest for a year before mating again.

marine 

The basking shark is the

second largest fish in the

world, the only larger one

being the whale shark. It is

also the largest fish to be

found in the coastal waters

of the British Isles. 
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Baby basking sharks are rarely seen until they are

more than three metres long. Males become

mature when they have grown to between five and

seven metres - by which time they may be between

12 and 16 years old. Females may not reach

maturity until possibly 20 years when they are

between eight and 9.8 metres in length. They

probably live for 50 years.

Threats
Clearly, then, the basking shark is very slow to

mature, long-lived and has very few young. It is

therefore one of the shark species most vulnerable

to over-exploitation, and in the past it has been

taken in large numbers for its liver oil, meat, fins

and cartilage. The liver is a rich source of vitamin

A and of squalene, an oily liquid used in

manufacturing processes and for lubricating

machines. 

The meat is used for food and the cartilage can be

turned into health food pills. But the most valuable

product is the fin, which is much sought after by

the East Asian food market for shark fin soup.

Even if not targeted for fisheries, basking sharks

caught accidentally in fishing nets may be killed

just for their fins or simply because killing them

causes less damage to the fishing net. The dead

animals are then dumped overboard. Many

fisheries' catch records reveal high initial catches

followed by serious and long-lasting depletion of

local stocks. For example, 40 years after a booming

shark fishery off Achill Island on the west coast of

Ireland went into steep decline, few sharks are

found in the area to this day; and following the

killing of hundreds of basking sharks off Vancouver

Island on the Pacific coast of Canada in the 1950s,

there has still been no significant recovery of the

population.

Incidental catches in other fisheries may also be a

cause of the decline in sightings of basking sharks

around the Isle of Man in recent years.

Action
Some seriously threatened populations of basking

shark may be in danger of local extinction. They

are protected around the Isle of Man and Guernsey,

but not throughout the rest of UK waters. Despite

frequent proposals for greater protection, the

matter was still resting with the British

government in January 1998.
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WWF and The Wildlife Trusts
Basking Shark Projects
WWF-UK has funded work on basking

sharks seen regularly around the Isle of

Man and is now currently funding a

University of Plymouth project which

involves tagging a single animal off the

coast of south Devon. There is scope to

expand this work considerably, should

further funding be forthcoming. 

In 1998, WWF's annual Shark Swim will

raise funds for the Shark Trust (see

separate box). In addition, the fisheries

programmes of both WWF-UK and The

Wildlife Trusts are investigating the

problem of bycatch of large marine

wildlife in fish nets, and searching for

solutions to prevent the deaths of sharks,

dolphins and other entangled wildlife.

The Scottish Wildlife Trust, the Cornwall

Wildlife Trust and the Manx Nature

Conservation Trust have been involved in

sighting schemes and education

programmes featuring the basking shark.

It is hoped that the Cornish scheme will

expand to include strandings and bycatch

numbers. In Scotland, off the coast of

Arran, the Trust has been working with a

team from the University of Durham to

satellite-tag individual sharks. Tracking

work has also been undertaken off the

Isle of Man and will be further developed.

The Shark Trust
Established in 1997, the Shark Trust promotes

the study, management and conservation of

sharks, skates and rays. The Trust is a member

of the European Elasmobranch Association

(EEA) and currently provides its office base. It

collaborates with other national EEA member

organisations to achieve its aims in British,

European and international waters. The Trust

intends to join forces with other interest groups

in the UK concerned with shark, skate and ray

conservation issues. These include commercial

fishermen, recreational sea anglers, divers,

yachtsmen, and everyone who wants to ensure

the future survival of sharks.

Marine Conservation
Society Observation
Scheme
The Marine Conservation Society

(MCS) is leading a basking shark

voluntary recording scheme.

Observation postcards, on which

details of sightings of the animal,

dead or alive, can be recorded

along with the location, date and

any other relevant information, are

available from MCS.


