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Executive summary 

A shark survey which mainly comprised of a port sampling programme was conducted during 
October, 2012 – December, 2013 by the National Aquatic Resources Research and Development 
Agency (NARA) of Sri Lanka in order to strengthen the existing shark data collection and 
research in Sri Lanka in view of conservation and management of sharks. The relevant activities 
done under the survey included upgrading NARA large pelagic database (PELAGOS) for 
facilitating to enter more information on sharks, training the enumerators on shark 
identification and data collection, increasing the sampling coverage of shark data collection and 
preparation of educational and awareness materials. A considerable decline in the shark 
landings was noted and shark appears mostly as a by catch in the large pelagic fishery. The shark 
catch as well as the number of species caught has considerably declined to about twenty species 
where silky sharks accounted more than 60% of the total shark landings followed by blue shark, 
scalloped hammerhead, long fin mako, short fin mako, smooth hammer head, oceanic white tip 
and great hammerhead. The largest proportion of total shark landings (48%) was reported by 
10-12 m long offshore/deep sea fishing (UN3A) vessels. Majority of shark catches specifically 
silky sharks, blue sharks and oceanic white tip shark were landed by tuna longliners (44%) and 
the rest of the gear: gillnets (25%), longline/gillnet combination (23%), ring net (6%) and other 
gear (2%) also contributed. Among the eight fisheries statistical zones in Sri Lanka, the highest 
shark landings have been reported from the southwest zone (31%) followed by west (31%) and 
south (16%). The estimated sex ratio of blue shark was not significantly different from the 
expected sex ratio of 1:1 though the sex ratio of silky shark and oceanic white tip shark was 
significantly different. A remarkable increase in the occurrence of female silky shark in the catch 
was observed during the south west monsoon period. The total length (TL) of the recorded silky 
sharks ranged from 40 cm to 270 cm. Domestic sale of shark fins in Sri Lanka is low and the 
majority is exported. Among seven commercially important shark species, the highest local price 
for shark fins is given for mako sharks whereas the lowest prize is given for blue sharks. A 
remarkable decline in the shark fin trade was also observed and this may be due to some 
national and international initiatives that discourage the shark fin trade. The lowest ever 
reported earnings since 1996 via the shark fin export was in 2013. 
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Background 

A Letter of Agreement (LOA) was signed between the National Aquatic Resources Research and 
Development Agency (NARA) and the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations 
for conducting a survey of shark landings in Sri Lanka and preparing a National Plan of Action (NPOA) 
for conservation and management of shark resources in Sri Lanka. The survey especially aimed for 
obtaining the shark fishery data with regard to the species, size composition, weight and value of 
catches, fishing methods, and fishing areas. The Bay of Bengal Large Marine Ecosystem (BOBLME) 
Project of FAO provided the financial support for NARA for conducting the survey and preparing the 
NPOA. Accordingly, the survey was started in November, 2012 and completed in December, 2013. 
The survey was conducted by the research staff of Marine Biological Resources Division (MBRD), 
NARA. The inclusion in this report is mainly the results of the field observations and the preliminary 
data of the field survey together with the information obtained from secondary sources. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Report on the survey of shark fisheries for conservation and management of shark resources 

vi 

Acknowledgement 

The study was financially supported by the Bay of Bengal Large Marine Ecosystem (BOBLME) 
regional project. Special thanks are due the research assistants and field research assistants of the 
Marine Biological Resources Division of the National Aquatic Resources Research and Development 
Agency (NARA) who assisted in the data collection. Dr Rudolf Hermes of BOBLME Project is greatly 
acknowledged for his valuable comments and suggestions on the draft of the report. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Report on the survey of shark fisheries for conservation and management of shark resources 

vii 

Table of contents 

 

1. Introduction .................................................................................................................................. 10 

2. About the survey ........................................................................................................................... 10 

2.1. Objectives of the survey ....................................................................................................... 11 

2.2. Large pelagic data collection programme of NARA .............................................................. 11 

2.3. Shark data collection ............................................................................................................. 11 

2.4. Database and data entry ....................................................................................................... 11 

2.5. Training on identification and data collection of sharks ....................................................... 12 

2.6. Developing the National Plan of Action for conservation and management of shark ......... 12 

2.7. Educational and awareness materials on shark conservation and management ................ 12 

2.8. Data analysis ......................................................................................................................... 12 

3. Gears and vessels, shark landings and trends .............................................................................. 12 

3.1. Gears and vessels .................................................................................................................. 12 

3.2. Shark production ................................................................................................................... 14 

3.3. Species composition ............................................................................................................. 15 

3.4. Shark landings by craft and gear types ................................................................................. 16 

3.5. Statistical zone wise shark production ................................................................................. 19 

4. Biology of sharks ........................................................................................................................... 20 

4.1. Sex ratio ................................................................................................................................ 20 

4.2. Size composition of silky shark ............................................................................................. 21 

5. Shark utilization, marketing and trade ......................................................................................... 22 

5.1. Shark utilization .................................................................................................................... 22 

5.2. Marketing and trade ............................................................................................................. 22 

5.3. Shark fin export and import .................................................................................................. 23 

6. Recommendations ........................................................................................................................ 26 

7. References .................................................................................................................................... 26 

Appendix I Some commercial shark species recorded in Sri Lanka ................................................ 27 

Appendix II Shark species of the Indian Ocean occurring around Sri Lanka .................................... 29 

Appendix III Species identification sheet of major shark species found in Sri Lanka ....................... 30 

 

List of tables 

Table 1 Classification of fishing vessels in Sri Lanka potentially operated for catching 
large pelagic fish including sharks ............................................................................................ 13 

Table 2 Length of silky shark in 2012/2013 ........................................................................................... 22 

 

  



Report on the survey of shark fisheries for conservation and management of shark resources 

viii 

List of figures 

Figure 1 Sri Lankan fishing crafts operated potentially catching large pelagic fish .............................. 14 

Figure 2 Large pelagic fish production in Sri Lanka by major groups including 
sharks: 1982-2013 (IOTC,2014) .............................................................................................. 15 

Figure 3 Large pelagic fish production in 2012/2013 by major groups of species ............................... 15 

Figure 4 Catch composition of shark by species in 2012/2013............................................................. 16 

Figure 5 Shark landings in 2012/2013 by craft category ...................................................................... 17 

Figure 6 Shark catch by gear types in 2012/ 2013 ................................................................................ 17 

Figure 7 Gear wise sharks by species in 2012/2013 ............................................................................. 18 

Figure 8 Temporal variation of the species composition of sharks in 2012/2013 ................................ 18 

Figure 9 Fisheries statistical zones in Sri Lanka ..................................................................................... 19 

Figure 10 Shark landings by fisheries statistical zones in 2012/2013 ................................................... 20 

Figure 11 Comparison of monthly variation of shark catches in 2012/2013 by fishing zones ............. 20 

Figure 12 Sex ratio of silky shark ........................................................................................................... 21 

Figure 13 Monthly variation of the present of male (M) and female (F) silky shark ............................ 21 

Figure 14 Length frequency distribution of silky sharks in 2012/2013 ................................................. 22 

Figure 15 Local average price of fresh fins of seven shark species vs fin size in 2013 ......................... 23 

Figure 16 Local average price of dried fins of seven shark species vs fin size in 2013 ......................... 24 

Figure 17 Qunatity of shark fin exports and imports in Sri Lanka: 1996-2013 (Customs, 2013) .......... 24 

Figure 18 Value of shark fin exports and imports in Sri Lanka: 1996-2013 (Customs, 2013) ............... 25 

Figure 19 The value difference between total export earning and the total 
import value of shark fins: 1996–2013(Customs, 2013) ....................................................... 25 

 

Acronyms used 

APFIC  Asia-Pacific Fishery Commission 

BOBLME Bay of Bengal Large Marine Ecosystem 

BOBP  Bay of Bengal Programme 

CITES  Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora 

CSW  Chilled Sea Water system  

DFAR  Department of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources 

ETP sharks Endangered, Threatened and Protected sharks   

FAO  Food and Agriculture Organization 

FRP  Fiberglass Reinforced Plastic  

GPS  Global Positioning System 

IDAY  Inboard engine single-day boats 

IGO  Inter-Governmental Organisation 

IMUL  Inboard engine multi-day boats 

file://Boblme-server/bdrive/Project%20Reports/Report%20Development/BOBLME-2013-Ecology-01/BOBLME-2013-Ecology-01%20cover.docx%23_Toc430357384
file://Boblme-server/bdrive/Project%20Reports/Report%20Development/BOBLME-2013-Ecology-01/BOBLME-2013-Ecology-01%20cover.docx%23_Toc430357386
file://Boblme-server/bdrive/Project%20Reports/Report%20Development/BOBLME-2013-Ecology-01/BOBLME-2013-Ecology-01%20cover.docx%23_Toc430357387
file://Boblme-server/bdrive/Project%20Reports/Report%20Development/BOBLME-2013-Ecology-01/BOBLME-2013-Ecology-01%20cover.docx%23_Toc430357389
file://Boblme-server/bdrive/Project%20Reports/Report%20Development/BOBLME-2013-Ecology-01/BOBLME-2013-Ecology-01%20cover.docx%23_Toc430357391
file://Boblme-server/bdrive/Project%20Reports/Report%20Development/BOBLME-2013-Ecology-01/BOBLME-2013-Ecology-01%20cover.docx%23_Toc430357395
file://Boblme-server/bdrive/Project%20Reports/Report%20Development/BOBLME-2013-Ecology-01/BOBLME-2013-Ecology-01%20cover.docx%23_Toc430357397


Report on the survey of shark fisheries for conservation and management of shark resources 

ix 

IOTC  Indian Ocean Tuna Commission 

IPOA - sharks International Plan of Action for conservation and management of sharks 

IUCN  International Union for Conservation of Nature  

LOA  Letter of Agreement 

MBRD  Marine Biological Resources Division 

MFARD  Ministry of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Development 

NARA  National Aquatic Resources Research and Development Agency 

NPOA  National Plan of Action 

OFCF  Overseas Fisheries Cooperation Foundation of Japan 

OFRP  Out-board engine fibre reinforced boats 

PELAGOS a database use to electronically record the fish sampling data 

RSW  Refrigerated Sea Water system 

UN2A Inboard engine single-day boats in the length range 8.8-9.8 m (28'-34') fishing in 
coastal waters 

UN2B Inboard engine multi-day boats in the length range 8.8-9.8 m (28'-34') fishing in 
offshore/deep sea waters 

UN3A Inboard engine multi-day boats in the length range 9.8-12.2 m (34'-40') fishing in 
offshore/deep sea waters 

UN3B  Inboard engine multi-day boats in the length range 12.2 m - (40'-50') fishing in 
offshore/deep sea waters 

UN4 Inboard engine multi-day boats in the length range 5.2-18.3 m (50'-60') fishing in 
offshore/deep sea waters 

 



 

 

1. Introduction  

The shark is of considerable importance to the marine fisheries in Sri Lanka. The shark fishery was a 
target fishery in Sri Lanka a decade ago but it has changed and sharks come as a by catch at present. 
This is mainly because the fishermen had switched to target tuna since catching of tuna has become 
more profitable than catching of sharks. It has been identified that there are about 48 species with 
majority of pelagic and some demersal sharks in commercial landings (Appendix I). Shark meat has 
always enjoyed a ready domestic market in Sri Lanka as there is a high demand, both in fresh and 
sun dried form and also high demand for shark fins in the export trade. Sharks often have a close 
stock-recruitment relationship, long recovery times in response to over-fishing and complex spatial 
structures. Conservation and management of sharks is impaired by the lack of accurate data on 
catch, effort, and trade, as well as limited information on the biological parameters of many species 
and their identification. This leads to concern over the consequences for the populations of some 
shark species in several areas of the world's oceans. 

The annual shark production in Sri Lanka in 2012 has been estimated at 9,230 tons (MFARD, 2014). 
When considering the percentage contribution of sharks to the total large pelagic fish production by 
weight, it remains around 4% while tuna has accounted more than 70% of the total large pelagic fish 
production. 

Sharks have shown much more reduced population recruitment than most marine species and they 
are exceptionally vulnerable to overexploitation with the high magnitude of international trade for 
sharks during the past few decades. These issues have created special concern regarding the 
management and conservation of sharks nationally as well as internationally. Therefore, as a fishing 
nation, Sri Lanka coordinates with most of the international and regional shark management and 
conservation bodies such as Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), 
Asia-Pacific Fisheries Commission (APFIC), Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) and the Bay of 
Bengal Programme - Inter-Governmental Organization (BOBP-IGO). 

There was no management plan for shark fisheries in Sri Lanka except few initiatives for the 
conservation and management of shark fisheries under the Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Act No.2 
of 1996 and other environment related legislations. A shark regulation was gazetted in 2001 under 
the Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Act for regulating the shark landings. As per this regulation, 
sharks should be landed with their fins attached to the fish and landing of fins only is prohibited. In 
response to the recent resolution made by the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) on thresher 
sharks, Sri Lanka has imposed a total ban on catching, retaining on-board, transhipping, landing, 
storing, selling or offering for sale of any thresher sharks. 

Although the National Aquatic Resources Research and Development Agency (NARA), Sri Lanka has 
been monitoring the shark landings since 1994 under its large pelagic fishery data collection 
programme, a comprehensive study on sharks has not been conducted. The present survey was 
undertaken in view of strengthening shark data collection in Sri Lanka and providing necessary 
scientific information for preparing the NPOA for conservation and management of sharks. 

2. About the survey  

The shark survey is one component of the project titled “Survey of shark fisheries and National Plan 
of Action for conservation and management of shark resources” implemented by NARA and funded 
by the BOBLME Project of the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). The survey was conducted 
by the Marine Biological Resources Division of NARA during the period of October, 2012 to 
December, 2013. The survey mainly comprised of a port sampling programme which was 



 

 

undertaken by NARA at major shark landing sites in Sri Lanka. Field visits were also made to obtain 
the information on the utilization of sharks and the market etc. 

2.1. Objectives of the survey  

The objectives of the survey were to: 

 Strengthen shark data collection in Sri Lanka  

 Provide necessary scientific information for the preparation of the NPOA for sharks  

Specific objectives were to: 

 Improve knowledge and skills for enumerators on shark data collection and species 
identification  

 Develop educational and awareness materials on shark conservation and management  

 Upgrade the PELAGOS database of NARA enabling the incorporation of more information on 
shark landings  

 Solve/minimize IOTC non-compliance issues related to sharks  

2.2. Large pelagic data collection programme of NARA  

NARA is directly involved in coastal and offshore large pelagic fishery data collection and NARA has a 
well-established large pelagic fishery data collection programme (including a database) since 1994. 
Data collection on tuna and tuna like species together with marine mammals incidentally caught is 
done under this data collection programme. Catch and effort data and length frequency data of tuna 
and tuna like species together with other relevant data obtained under this programme is submitted 
to the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) (the regional fisheries management organization). 

2.3. Shark data collection  

Species-wise shark data collection was carried out until 2004 by NARA under the above mentioned 
data collection programme. Since there was a relatively low contribution of sharks to the total large 
pelagic fish production, species-wise information of all the sharks, except few species were not 
collected after 2004. However, in order to comply with recently adopted resolutions on sharks by 
the IOTC and to develop a National Plan of Action (NPOA) for sharks, this survey was carried out in 
order to collect accurate data on sharks such as species level data, size and weight of catches, fishing 
methods and fishing areas. 

A fourteen month sampling programme on shark landings, specifically with regard to the species, 
size composition, weight and value of catches, fishing methods, and fishing areas was carried out by 
NARA at the major shark landing sites namely Negombo, Beruwala, Galle, Mirissa, Tangalle, 
Valaichchenai and Trincomalee. Data were collected by nine field samplers and five research 
assistants employed by NARA. Shark data collection was their supplementary task. Sampling 
frequency at each sampling site was at least one day per week. However, allocation of more 
sampling days was possible for most sites within the existing budget of the project. Biological data 
specifically length, weight, and sex of the key shark species were also recorded during the sampling. 
Apart from the catch and effort sampling, information on the utilization and marketing of sharks 
including; which part of sharks are used, into which kind of product, from which shark species and 
for which type of market destination, were also obtained. 

2.4. Database and data entry  

Sri Lanka has implemented a new project under the technical and financial assistance of the 
IOTC-BOBLME collaboration for strengthening the data collection, processing and reporting systems 
on Sri Lankan large pelagic fisheries. The existing NARA PELAGOS database on large pelagic fish was 
recently upgraded under that project. An IOTC expert and BOBLME expert provided the technical 
support for upgrading the database. During this process, data entry with regard to sharks was also 



 

 

substantially improved to enter more information with more shark species which were collected 
under the BOBLME-supported shark sampling programme. Finally, all additional data/information 
collected by the NARA research staff (shark utilization and marketing of sharks) were entered in the 
Excel spread sheets for further analysis. 

2.5. Training on identification and data collection of sharks  

A three day training programme on data collection and identification of large pelagic fish species 
including sharks was conducted in November, 2012 for the enumerators (field research assistants 
and research assistants) of NARA and the fisheries inspectors of the Department of Fisheries and 
Aquatic Resources (DFAR). The IOTC - OFCF project funded this training programme. For attending 
for this training programme, BOBLME Project supported another ten officers of NARA (scientists, 
research assistants and data entry operators) who were directly involved with BOBLME shark work. 
The training programme was conducted in Negombo and two field visits were also organized to 
Negombo fishery harbour to provide field experience on fish identification and data collection. Shark 
identification materials which were prepared by the IOTC were also utilized for this training. The 
training was provided by NARA scientists who are engaged in shark-related research and senior 
fisheries managers of the Department of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources. Further trainings were 
provided at the field for newly recruited enumerators on identification and data collection of large 
pelagic fish. 

2.6. Developing the National Plan of Action for conservation and management of 
shark  

With guidance from the International Plan of Action for conservation and management of sharks 
(IPOA - sharks) prepared by the FAO in 1998 and with the assistance from the BOBLME Project, in 
2013, Sri Lanka in consultation with different stakeholder groups developed the Sri Lanka National 
Plan of Action for the conservation and management of sharks in Sri Lankan waters as well as in 
international waters. The scientific information obtained from the present shark survey was also 
incorporated for preparation of the Sri Lanka NPOA - sharks. 

2.7. Educational and awareness materials on shark conservation and management  

A poster on shark species found in Sri Lanka (Appendix II) and an identification guide for shark 
species in Sri Lanka to be given to the shark data collectors (Appendix III) were prepared and printed 
(1000 copies each). These were distributed among the relevant fishing community, people working 
in the fishing industry, fisheries officials, scientists and students. 

2.8. Data analysis  

Shark data obtained from the port sampling survey, field observations and data obtained from 
secondary data sources notably the Sri Lankan custom’s export and import statistics and other 
various national and international reports were incorporated and analysed. 

3. Gears and vessels, shark landings and trends 

3.1. Gears and vessels  

The Sri Lankan fishing vessels that operate in single day and multiday fishing activities and 
potentially catch large pelagic fish including sharks are categorized in Table 1. Currently, there are 
about 4000 multiday boats engaged in the large pelagic fisheries in Sri Lanka (Figure 1). In addition, 
some coastal vessels described below may also catch large pelagic fish including sharks. 

  



 

 

Table 1 Classification of fishing vessels in Sri Lanka potentially operated for catching large pelagic fish including sharks 

Class Fishery  Category Description 

 

1 

Costal fishery UN1 5.5-7.2 m (17'-21') FRP dinghy 

Outboard engine - 8-40 HP (usually 15-40 HP) 

may have GPS 

Single day boats - assumed to be fishing in 
coastal waters 

 

2 

Costal fishery UN2A 

 

8.8-9.8 m (28'-34') displacement hull. FRP or 
wooden 

Inboard engine (single) - 40 HP 

No ice box or insulated fish hold, no gear hauler, 
or acoustic equipment but, may have GPS 

Single day boats - assumed to be fishing in 
coastal waters 

 

3 

Offshore/deep 
sea fishery 

UN2B 

 

8.8-9.8 m (28'-34') displacement hull.  FRP or 
wooden. Inboard engine (single) - 40 HP 

Insulated fish hold - no gear hauler, may have 
GPS/sounder/fish finder 

Multi-day boats-assumed to be fishing in 
offshore/deep sea waters 

Offshore/deep 
sea fishery 

UN3A 9.8-12.2 m (34'-40') displacement hull. FRP 
wooden 

Inboard engine (single) - 60 HP - insulated fish 
hold and may have gear  

hauler/GPS/sounder/fish finder 

Multi-day boats-assumed to be fishing in 
offshore/deep sea waters 

 

4 

Offshore/deep 
sea fishery 

UN3B 

 

12.2 m - (40'-50') displacement hull. FRP or 
wooden  

Inboard engine (single) - 60 + HP 

Insulated fish hold and may have freezer 
facilities. Gear hauler/GPS/sounder/fish finder 

Multi-day boats-assumed to be fishing in 
offshore/deep sea waters 

Offshore/deep 
sea fishery 

UN4 15.2-18.3 m (50'-60') 

Inboard engine, fish storage facility, may have 
RSW or CSW or freezing facility, gear hauler, GPS, 
echo-sounder/fish finder, radio communication 

  Multi-day boats-assumed to be fishing in 
offshore/deep sea waters 

 

 

 



 

 

 
Figure 1 Sri Lankan fishing crafts operated potentially catching large pelagic fish 

IMUL - Inboard Multi-day Boats (UN2B, UN3A, UN3B and UN4 boats), IDAY - Inboard Single-day Boats (UN2A 
boats), OFRP - Out-board engine fibre reinforced boats (UN1 boats) (MFARD, 2014) 

 

Fishing vessels which may catch sharks are mostly the multiday fishing vessels targeting tuna and 
tuna like fish. However, some artisanal fishing vessels that operate in the coastal waters and engage 
in single day fishing activities may also catch shark mostly as a by catch but in a lesser degree and 
such fishing operations are mostly confined to few areas as well as few months of the year. 

Vessels operated with shark longlines target sharks. However, at present, there are very few vessels 
operated with this gear. A range of other fishing gears is used in the large pelagic fishery in Sri Lanka 
where gillnet, tuna longline and gillnet/longline combination are the widely used gears. Sharks are 
mostly landed as by catch with these gear types. Other gears which may land sharks as by catch 
includes handline, ringnet and gillnet/handline combination. 

3.2. Shark production 

Traditionally sharks have contributed considerably to the marine fish production in Sri Lanka and 
were exploited mostly within the coastal waters and gradually it was extended up to offshore and 
deep sea areas. Historically, sharks were second only to tuna in the large pelagic fish landings (Figure 
2). Presently, there is a considerable decline in the shark landings. In 2013, the shark landings were 
only about 1.5% of the total large pelagic production in the country (Figure 3). 



 

 

 

Figure 2 Large pelagic fish production in Sri Lanka by major groups including sharks: 1982-2013 (IOTC,2014) 

 
Figure 3 Large pelagic fish production in 2012/2013 by major groups of species 

3.3. Species composition  

In the past, over 45 species of sharks have been reported in the landings (De Silva, 1984; De Bruin et 
al., 1994; Amarasuriya, 2001). At present, the shark catch as well as the number of species has 
considerably declined. In 2013, the total shark catch comprises of less number of shark species 
(Figure 4). Silky shark (Carcharhinus falciformis), blue shark (Isurus oxyrinchus), long fin mako (Isurus 
paucus), shortfin mako (Isurus oxyrinchus), oceanic white tip shark (Carcharhinus longimanus) and 
hammerhead sharks (Sphyrna spp.) were among the commercially important species. In 2012/2013, 
silky sharks which accounted for more than 60% of the total shark landings was the dominant 
species followed by blue shark, scalloped hammerhead (Sphyrna lewini), long fin mako, short fin 



 

 

mako and smooth hammer head (Sphyrna zygaena) respectively. Oceanic white tip (C. longimanus), 
great hammerhead (Sphyrna mokarran), spot tail shark (Carcharhinus sorrah) and bramble shark 
(Echinorhinus brucus) contributed in a small percentage to the total shark landings. Moreover, since 
a total ban on thresher shark (big eye thresher - Alopias superciliosus, pelagic thresher - A. pelagicus, 
thresher shark - A. vulpinus) has been imposed from August 2012, there was a great decline in the 
thresher shark landings in the last quarter of 2012 and no landings were reported in 2013. Other 
sharks comprise of black tip shark (Carcharhinus limbatus), black tip reef shark (C. melanopterus), 
sand bar shark (C. plumbeus), silver tip sharks (C. albimarginatus), tiger sharks (Galeocerdo cuvier) 
and other species contributed only 1% of the total production. 

 
Figure 4 Catch composition of shark by species in 2012/2013 

(FAL - silky shark, BSH - blue shark, OWT - oceanic white tip, LFM - long fin mako, SFM - short fin mako, 
SCH - scalloped hammerhead, SMH - smooth hammer head, GRH - great hammerhead, SPT - spot tail, 
BTH - bigeye thresher shark, PTH - pelagic thresher shark, BSS - brambel shark, LGS - gulper shark) 

3.4. Shark landings by craft and gear types  

All types of multi day boats have landed sharks. The largest in the proportion which is nearly 50% of 
the total catch is reported by the boat category of UN3A followed by UN2B, UN3B and UN2A 
respectively (Figure 5). It should be noted that UN3A boats represent more than 50% of the multiday 
fishing fleet of Sri Lanka in 2013 (DFAR, 2014). 



 

 

 

The tuna longline has accounted 44% of the total landings of sharks by weight whereas gillnet alone 
and gillnet/longline combination have accounted 25% and 23% respectively (Figure 6). Apart from 
that, ringnet which is operated mostly in southern waters also accounted for 6% of the total shark 
catch during the study period. Other gears which include trolline and gear combinations such as 
gillnet/handline, longline/handline and gillnet/ringnet have contributed only 2%. 

 
Figure 6 Shark catch by gear types in 2012/ 2013 

(PSRN - ring net, HL - handline, LLTS - tuna longline, LLGI - longline/gillnet combination, GI - gillnet) 

 

A remarkable variation was noted among the shark species caught using different gear types (Figure 
7). Higher proportion of silky sharks, blue sharks, oceanic white tip has been caught using tuna 
longlines whereas the rest of the species mainly with gillnets. Ringnet has been responsible for 
incidental catches of silky sharks, blue sharks and scalloped hammerhead sharks. 

Figure 5 Shark landings in 2012/2013 by craft category 



 

 

 

(PSRN - ring net, HL - hand line, LLTS - tuna longline, LLGI - longline/gill net combination, GI - gillnet, FAL - silky 
shark, BSH - blue shark, OWT - oceanic white tip, LFM - long fin mako, SFM - short fin mako, SCH - scalloped 
hammerhead, SPT - spot tail, SMH - smooth hammer head and GRH - great Hammerhead) 

 

Silky sharks are the most commonly caught shark species in all the months (Figure 8). However, the 
relative catch of all shark species including silky shark has varied considerably over the year. 

 

 

Figure 7 Gear wise sharks by species in 2012/2013 

Figure 8 Temporal variation of the species composition of sharks in 2012/2013 



 

 

FAL - silky shark, BSH - blue shark, OWT - oceanic white tip, LFM - long fin mako, SFM - short fin mako, 
SCH - scalloped hammerhead, SMH - smooth hammer head, GRH - great hammerhead, SPT - spot tail, 
BTH - bigeye thresher shark, PTH - pelagic thresher shark, BSS - brambel shark, LGS - gulper shark 

3.5. Statistical zone wise shark production  

The coastline around Sri Lanka has been divided into seven fisheries statistical zones namely 
northeast, northwest, south, southeast, southwest and west for fisheries data collection purposes 
(Figure 9). The larger contribution to the tuna production in the country is from southwest, west and 
south coasts where comparatively high number of vessels is being operated (MFARD, 2014). The 
highest in the incidental shark landings have also been reported from above zones (Figure 10). 

 
Figure 9 Fisheries statistical zones in Sri Lanka 



 

 

 

Almost year round shark catch can be observed at the major shark landing sites in the west, 
southwest and south coasts of Sri Lanka (Figure 11). In general, the catches reported from other 
zones are not so high. 

 
Figure 11 Comparison of monthly variation of shark catches in 2012/2013 by fishing zones 

4. Biology of sharks  

4.1. Sex ratio  

Of the 449 individuals of silky sharks sampled, 239 (53.2%) were females and 210 (46.8%) were 
males, resulting in a sex ratio significantly different from 1:1 at 95% confidence interval (P<0.05) 
(Figure 12). The estimated sex ratios between male and female of blue sharks and oceanic white tip 
sharks were 1:0.9 and 1:3, respectively. The estimated sex ratio of blue shark was found to be not 
significantly different from 1:1 whereas the estimated value for oceanic white tip shark was 
significantly different from 1:1. 

Figure 10 Shark landings by fisheries statistical zones in 2012/2013 



 

 

 

 

Monthly variation of sex ratio of silky sharks is shown in Figure 13. During the south-west monsoon 
period from May to September, more females were present than males in the catch. 

 
Figure 13 Monthly variation of the present of male (M) and female (F) silky shark 

4.2. Size composition of silky shark  

The total length (TL) of recorded silky sharks ranged from 40 cm to 270 cm (Figure 14). Total length 
of females was in the range of 51-248 cm whereas the total length of males was in the range of 
56-237 cm. The average length of females was 102.7 cm (SD = ±38.1, n=236) whereas the average 
length of males was 105.7 cm (SD = ±39.7, n= 206) (Table 2). 

Figure 12 Sex ratio of silky shark 
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Figure 14 Length frequency distribution of silky sharks in 2012/2013 

 

Table 2 Length of silky shark in 2012/2013 

Silky shark gender Maximum total 
length in cm 

Minimum total 
length in cm 

Average total length in 
cm 

Female 248 51 102.7 ±38.1 

Male 237 56 105.7±39.7 

5. Shark utilization, marketing and trade  

5.1. Shark utilization 

Sharks provide a multitude of usable products including: meat, fins, liver, skin, cartilage, jaws and 
teeth. Shark fins which are used to make traditional shark fin soup in the Chinese cuisine are one of 
the most valuable fish products in the world (Camhi et al., 1998). The value of the product has risen 
sharply in the last decades (Rose, 1996; McCoy, 2006) and it is mainly due to social, political, policy 
and economical changes in China and Hong-Kong (McCoy, 2006). From the shark fins only the fine 
collagenous fibres called “needles”, which support the fin margin, are used in the soup (Musick, 
2005). In most sharks, the first dorsal, pectorals and lower lobe of the caudal fin are the most 
valuable and these are usually sold as a set from each shark (Musick, 2005). The smaller second 
dorsal and pelvic fins (“chips”) also are taken but are of much lower value and lots are mixed from 
several sharks (Musick, 2005). Fins are traded during nearly all stages of processing. These include: 
wet fins, dried “raw” fins, semi-processed or “cooked” fins, fully processed, ready to eat products 
(canned or instant shark fin soup). Shark liver oil is extracted from spiny dogfish sharks and exported 
without processing or value addition. Dried skin of shark is exported to make shoes and belts 
whereas jaws and teeth are also exported. 

5.2. Marketing and trade 

Sharks are mostly utilized as fresh fish and dry fish for local consumption and shark meet both as 
fresh fish and dried fish is relatively cheaper in the market compared to the price of other large 
pelagic fish. Shark fins and skin are mainly exported, but a small proportion of shark fins is utilized 
locally by the hotels for preparing the shark fin soup mainly for the consumption for the foreign 
tourists. However, local hotels have been removing it from their menus. In the international trade, 



 

 

fins are mostly traded as dried fins and exported for further processing in Hong Kong, Singapore or 
Taiwan for domestic use or re-export. 

5.3. Shark fin export and import 

Domestic sale of shark fins in Sri Lanka is small and the production is largely exported. Shark fins 
played a significant role in the fish and fishery product exports in Sri Lanka in the past but, the shark 
fin export has been rapidly declining at present (Customs, 2013). Sri Lankan shark fin export 
exclusively depends on the dried fins. The customs’ export and import statistics on shark fins is 
separately documented since 1996; before that it was mixed with other dried fish import and export 
statistics. The separation of shark fin as a separate commodity with specific country HS code 
(03055903) is considerably important for the future fisheries management and development 
activities in Sri Lanka, especially to overcome international trade barriers etc. There are three major 
shark fin export companies in Sri Lanka. The companies purchase shark fins either in fresh form or 
dry form from the producers. Dried fins are exported without much processing or value addition. 
The local prize of the shark fins is determined based on three factors: species, fin size and form of 
the product (fresh or dried). The average price variation in 2013 of seven shark species indicates that 
the highest price is given for the shark fins of mako sharks whereas the lowest prize is given for the 
shark fins of blue sharks (Figures 15 and 16). 

 
Figure 15 Local average price of fresh fins of seven shark species vs fin size in 2013 



 

 

 

 

Shark fins are mostly exported to Hong Kong, Maldives, Singapore, Malaysia and Taiwan. A clear 
increase in the export quantity of shark fins could be observed from 1996 to 2000 and the export 
quantity has declined after that (Figure 17). The declining trend in the shark fin exports could be 
attributed to the production decline of sharks. However, a great reduction in the export quantity 
was observed in 2013 and this may be mainly due to the international initiatives that discourage the 
shark fin trade internationally. A considerably higher quantity of shark fins has been imported to Sri 
Lanka during 2002-2006 for re-exports and the annual imports of shark fins have been largely 
declined after that. The highest earning by exporting shark fins was reported in 2004 whereas the 
lowest earnings via the shark fin exports were reported in 2013 (Figure 18). 

 
Figure 17 Qunatity of shark fin exports and imports in Sri Lanka: 1996-2013 (Customs, 2013) 

 

Figure 16 Local average price of dried fins of seven shark species vs fin size in 2013 



 

 

 

The value difference between total export earnings and the total import value of shark fins have 
grown clearly till 2004 and it has declined rapidly thereafter (Figure 19). 

 
Figure 19 The value difference between total export earnings and the total import value of shark fins: 1996–
2013(Customs, 2013) 

Figure 18 Value of shark fin exports and imports in Sri Lanka: 1996-2013 (Customs, 2013) 



 

 

6. Recommendations 

 Spatial and temporal distribution of Endangered, Threatened and Protected (ETP) shark 
species need to be correctly identified by NARA in order to recommend necessary 
management measures for minimizing the incidental shark catch in tuna fishery. 

 Further research need to be carried out by NARA to find out the reproductive season(s) and 
locations of sharks in order to propose area/time closures as a management tool. 

 Facilitate and encourage research on little known shark species. 

 Collaborative research with regional research organisations to better understand shark 
migration, stock structure and stock status. 

 Shark data collection by logbooks and observer programmes need to be further 
strengthened to obtain the position data and incidentally caught ETP sharks. 

 Law enforcement needs to be strengthened to protect ETP sharks. 
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Appendix I Some commercial shark species recorded in Sri Lanka 

 Family Species name Common/English name 

1 Hexanchidae  Hexanchus griseus Cow shark 

2 Etmopteridae Centroscyllium ornatum Ornate dogfish 

3 Centrophoridae Centrophorus moluccensis Gulper shark 

4  C.uyato Gulper shark 

5 Dalatiidae Dalatias licha Kitefin shark 

6 Echinorhinidae Echinorhinus brucus Bramble shark 

7 Hemiscyllidae Chiloscyllium griseum Grey bamboo shark 

8  C.indicum Slender bamboo shark 

9 Ginglymostomatidae Nebrius ferrugineus Tawny nurse shark 

10 Stegostomatidae Stegostoma fasciatum Zebra shark 

11 Rhincodontidae Rhincodon typus Whale shark 

12 Odontasididae Odontaspis noronhai Bigeye sandtiger shark 

13  O. ferox Small tooth sand tiger shark 

14 Pseudocarchariidae Pseudocarcharias kamoharai Crocodile shark 

15 Alopidae Alopias pelagicus Pelagic thresher shark 

16  A. superciliosus Bigeye thresher shark 

17  A. vulpinus Thresher shark 

18 Lamnidae Isurus oxyrinchus Shortfin mako shark 

19  I. paucus Longfin mako shark 

20 Triakidae Mustelus manazo Starspotted smooth hound 
shark 

21  M. mosis Arabian smooth hound shark 

22 Hemigaleidae  Hemipristis elongatus Snaggletooth shark 

23 Carcharhinidae Carcharinus altimus Bignose shark 

24  C. albimarginatus Silvertrip shark 

25  C. amblyrhynchos Grey reef shark 

26  C. amboinensis Pigeye shark 

27  C. brevipinna Spinner shark 

28  C. falciformis Silky shark 

29  C. hemiodon  Pond cherry shark 

30  C. limbarus Blacktip shark 

31  C. longimanus Oceanic whitetaip shark 

32  C. macloti Hardnose shark 

33  C. melanopterus  Blacktip reef shark 

34  C. plumbeus Sandbar shark 



 

 

35  C. sorrah Spot-tail shark 

36  C. wheeleri Blacktail reef shark 

37  Galeocerdo cuvier Tiger shark 

38  Lamiopsis temmincki Broadfin shark 

39  Loxodon macrorhinus Sliteye shark 

40  Negaprion brevirostris Lemon shark 

41  Prionace glauca Blue shark 

42  Triacnodon obesus Whitetip reef shark 

43  Rhizoprionodon acutus Milk shark 

44  Scolidon laticaudus Spadenose shark 

45 Sphyrnidae Eusphyra blochii Winghead shark 

46  Sphyrna lewini Scalloped hammerhead shark 

47  S. mokarran Great hammerhead shark 

48  S. zygaena Smooth hammerhead shark 

 

  



 

 

Appendix II Shark species of the Indian Ocean occurring around Sri Lanka 

 

 

  



 

 

Appendix III Species identification sheet of major shark species found in Sri 
Lanka 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 


