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Whaler Sharks
(Carcharhinus spp.)
Exploitation Status

undefined

A complex of species that are very difficult to identify (particularly as juveniles). Insufficient information is
available to determine status for any of the whaler shark species.
Scientific name

Standard name

comment

Carcharhinus brachyurus

bronze whaler

Generally south of Coffs Harbour.

Carcharhinus brevipinna

spinner shark

Generally north of Jervis Bay.

Carcharhinus falciformis

silky shark

Generally north of Sydney.

Carcharhinus leucas

bull shark

Nearshore, estuaries and rivers from Sydney north,
more common on North Coast.

Carcharhinus limbatus

common blacktip

Caught north of Bermagui.

Carcharhinus obscurus

dusky whaler

Mainly caught inshore.

Carcharhinus plumbeus

sandbar shark

Generally from Coffs Harbour north in water
warmer than 23°C.

Carcharhinus obscurus
Image © Bernard Yau

Background
Seven species of whaler sharks have been
recorded in catches off NSW. The bronze
whaler (Carcharhinus brachyurus) is found on
the inshore continental shelf, usually in depths
shallower than 100 m. Its Australian distribution
extends southward from Coffs Harbour in NSW
to southern WA. Bronze whalers reach a length
of 300 cm, with males maturing at 235 cm, and
females at 245 cm. Litter sizes of bronze whalers
range from 7 to 20 pups.
Both the spinner shark (C. brevipinna) and
common blacktip shark (C. limbatus) occur
on the continental shelf from nearshore to
depths of 75 m, although the common blacktip
occasionally may be caught far offshore. These

two species are found from southern NSW
northward around northern Australia to WA.
In tropical waters, the common blacktip is
externally indistinguishable from the Australian
blacktip shark (C. tilstoni), however this species
is infrequently found in NSW. Maximum length
of the spinner shark is 280 cm, while the
blacktip shark reaches 250 cm. For the spinner
shark both sexes mature at 190-200 cm, while
maturity in the blacktip shark varies with
location. Males can mature at 135-180 cm and
females between 120 and 190 cm. Litter sizes
vary from 3 to 15 pups in the spinner shark,
and 1 to 10 (usually 4 to 7) pups in the common
blacktip shark. For both species, gestation
period is 10-12 months and females breed
every 2 years. There is a late summer fishery on
juvenile spinner sharks in Stockton Bight off
Newcastle, NSW.
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Individual statistics are not available for each
of these species from NSW catch records, as a
large proportion of sharks have been reported
in the ‘sharks unspecified’ category. The Ocean
Trap and Line Fishery lands 68% of the annual
catch of whaler sharks, with Estuary General
and Ocean Trawl Fisheries also contributing
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• NSW recreational gamefish catch information
is available, including identification of landed
sharks to species level (Chan, 2001).
• There is a recreational bag limit of one whaler
shark.

Catch
Recreational Catch of Whaler Sharks
The annual recreational harvest of whaler
sharks in NSW is likely to lie between 40 and
160 t. This estimate is based upon the results
of the offsite National Recreational and
Indigenous Fishing Survey (Henry and Lyle,
2003) and onsite surveys undertaken by
I & I NSW.
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Historical Landings of Whaler Sharks
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The sandbar shark (C. plumbeus) prefers water
warmer than 23°C. Its distribution extends
around northern Australia from Coffs Harbour
in NSW to Esperance in WA. The sandbar shark
is found on the continental shelf and adjacent
deep water from the intertidal region to depths
of 280 m. This species is normally found closely
associated with the substrate. It grows to a
maximum length of 240 cm. Males mature at
130-180cm and females mature at 145-185 cm.
Only 3 to 8 pups are produced every second
year, with multiple males fathering a single
litter.

• Onboard observer studies suggest five
species make up the majority of the catch by
commercial line fishers.

Landings (t)

The dusky whaler (C. obscurus) is a widespread
species, distributed around the entire
Australian coast (although rare off southern
Tasmania). It is found on the continental shelf,
from the surf zone to adjacent oceanic waters.
The dusky whaler inhabits depths ranging from
the surface down to at least 400 m. Maximum
length is 365 cm, with males maturing at 265280 cm and females at 295-310 cm. Litter sizes
range from 3 to 14 pups (average 10). Adults
and adolescent dusky whalers appear to move
inshore during summer in WA waters, however
the occurrence of similar movement patterns
has not been examined on the east coast.

Additional Notes
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The bull shark (C. leucas) is a coastal, estuarine
and riverine shark. In the marine environment
it occurs near the bottom, from the surf zone to
depths of at least 150 m. It is found in tropical
and warm temperate seas around northern
Australia between Sydney and Perth. Bull
sharks reach a length of 340 cm, and both sexes
mature at 220-230cm. Litter sizes range from
1 to13 pups. Females normally give birth in
the lower reaches of estuaries, and the juvenile
sharks may remain in the river for up to 5 years.

catches. Whaler sharks are the largest NSW
commercial shark catch, with an average of
165 t landed per year between 1997/98 and
2005/06. The 2006/07 catch was considerably
higher, at 425 t due to an increase in targeted
fishing off the north coast of NSW. This fishery
has prompted the development of specific
management rules for shark fishing, and a
requirement for fishers to more accurately
report catches by species for the ‘whaler shark’
group. Many of the species landed in the NSW
commercial fishery are also landed by fisheries
in adjoining jurisdictions, and by recreational
fisheries in NSW.
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The silky shark (C. falciformis) is oceanic
but most abundant along the edge of the
continental shelf, and can be found from the
surface down to depths of 500 m. Silky sharks
occur in waters north from Sydney, across
northern Australia, and south to Lancelin in WA.
Maximum length is 330 cm, with both sexes
mature between 200 and 210 cm. The silky
shark produces litter sizes between 2 and
15 pups after an unknown gestation.
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Commercial landings (including available historical
records) of whaler sharks for NSW from 1990/91 to
2008/09 for all fishing methods.

s tat u s o f f i s h e r i e s r e s o u r c e s i n n s w, 2 0 0 8 / 0 9

Landings by Commercial Fishery of Whaler Sharks
Ocean Trap and Line (Key Secondary Species)
Ocean Prawn Trawl
Fish Trawl
Estuary General
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protective beach meshing program. Australian
Journal of Marine and Freshwater Research 45 (7):
1087-1106.
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Australia 2nd Edition. Melbourne, CSIRO.
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Jones, K. (2008). Review of the fishery status of whaler
sharks (Carcharhinus spp.) in south Australian
and adjacent waters. Final Report FRDC Project
2004/067. West Beach, South Australian Research
and Development Institute: 111 pp.’
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Reported landings of whaler sharks by NSW commercial
fisheries from 1997/98. Fisheries which contribute less
than 2.5% of the landings are excluded for clarity and
privacy.

Fur ther Reading
Branstetter, S., Stiles, R. (1987). Age and growth
estimates of the bull shark, Carcharhinus leucas,
from the northern Gulf of Mexico. Environmental
Biology of Fishes 20:169-181.
Chan, R.W.K. (2001). Biological studies on sharks
caught off the coast of New South Wales. School of
Biological Sciences. Sydney, University of New South
Wales. PhD Thesis.
Chan, R.W.K., P. Dixon, J. Pepperell and D.D. Reid
(2003). Application of DNA - based techniques for
the identification of whaler sharks (Carcharhinus
sp.) caught by protective beach meshing and
recreational gamefishing off the NSW coast. Fishery
Bulletin 101: 910-914.
Compagno, L.J.V. (1984). ) FAO species catalogue.
Vol. 4. Sharks of the World. An annotated and
illustrated catalogue of sharks known to date. Part
2 - Carcharhiniformes, FAO Fisheries Symposis 4. Pt
2.251-655.
Dudley, S.F.J. and C.A. Simpfendorfer (2006).
Population status of 14 shark species caught in
the protective gillnets off KwaZulu-Natal beaches,
South Africa, 1978-2003. Marine and Freshwater
Research 57 (2): 225-240.
Henry, G.W. and J.M. Lyle (2003). The National
Recreational and Indigenous Fishing Survey. Final
Report to the Fisheries Research & Development
Corporation and the Fisheries Action Program
Project FRDC 1999/158. NSW Fisheries Final Report
Series No. 48. 188 pp. Cronulla, NSW Fisheries.

			
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

Macbeth, W.G., P.T. Geraghty, V.M. Peddemors and
C. Gray, A. (2009). Observer-based study of targeted
commercial fishing for large shark species in
waters off northern New South Wales. Fisheries
Final Report Series No. 114. Cronulla, Industry and
Investment NSW.
McAuley, R., R. Lenanton, J. Chidlow, R. Allison and E.
Heist (2005). Biology and stock assessment of the
thickskin (sandbar) shark, Carcharhinus plumbeus,
in Western Australia and further refinement of
the dusky shark, Carcharhinus obscurus, stock
assessment. Final FRDC Report - Project 2000/134.,
Fisheries Research Report 151, Department of
Fisheries, Western Australia.
Oshitani, S., Nakano, S., Tanaka, S. (2003) Age and
growth of the silky shark Carcharhinus falciformis
from the Pacific Ocean. Fisheries Science 69: 456464.
Pepperell, J.G. (1992). Trends in the distribution,
species composition and size of sharks caught by
gamefish anglers off south-eastern Australia,
1961-90. Australian Journal of Marine and Freshwater
Research 43 (1): 213-225.
Reid, D.D. and M. Krogh (1992). Assessment of catches
from protective shark meshing off New South Wales
beaches between 1950 and 1990. Australian Journal
of Marine and Freshwater Research 43 (1): 283-296.
Simpfendorfer, C.A., R.B. McAuley, J. Chidlow and P.
Unsworth (2002). Validated age and growth of the
dusky shark Charcharhinus obscurus, from Western
Australian waters. Marine and Freshwater Research
53 (2): 567-573.
Walker, T.I. (1998). Can shark resources be harvested
sustainably? A question revisited with a review, of
shark fisheries. Marine and Freshwater Research 49
(7): 553-572.
Please visit the CSIRO website,
http://www.marine.csiro.au/caab/ and search for
the species code (CAAB) 37 018001, 37 018023,
37 018008, 37 018021, 37 018039, 37 018003 and
37 018007, common name or scientific name to find
further information.
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