


Ningaloo Marine Park
is the only readily

accessible place in the
world where the massive

whale shark appears in large
numbers at certain times of
the year. In this article,
we look at conservation

management of these
magnificent animals and
some exciting new research
under way at Ningaloo.

By
Carolyn Thomson
and

John Stevens
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Viewingwhalesharks is an experience
that compares to watching playful
humpback whales migrating down our
coast. But how do whale sharks react to
people? Some whale sharks appear to be
curious and sometimes will hang nearly
motionless for a closer look. Therr
response depends on the individual
animal, They can certainly escape the
attention quite easily ifthey choose. Once
theydecide to power off, no mere human
can keep up with them.

Scientists andotherobservers believe
that the whale sharks feed rnainly at
night. However, people have occasionally
seen them actively feeding late in the
afternoon. At such times, the animals
have their huge mouths wide open and
jaws distended. The animals may actively
move from side to side, sucking in sea
water l ike large vacuum cleaners, their
gill rakers opening and closing to filter
their tiny prey fromthe unwanted water.
It is aprivilege to view this unusualsight.

MANAGEMENT
Whale sharks within the Ningaloo

Marine Park are fully protected by the
Wildlife Conservation Act. When a
fledgling industry based around whale
shark watching began to develop at
Ningaloo, it was clear that guidelines
would be needed to ensure the animals

were not disturbed. Charter operators
were invited to tell CALMwhat guidelines
they thought were appropriate. CALM
a l s o  d r e w  o n  i t s  e x p e r i e n c e  i n
admin is te r ing  gu ide l ines  fo r  wha le
watching charters off Perth and elsewhere
in the State.

The whale sharkwatching guidelines
that resulted are designed to keep
interaction behaeen people and fish toan
acceptable level. For instance, the number
of people that can swim with a whare
shark is l imited. So far, only 10 divers
have been allowed in thewater at any one
time, though this may change. They may
not touch orride on thesharkorapproach
closerthan a metre from its head or body
orfour metres from its tail. There are also
restrictions on how the charter vessels
operate in relation to the sharks. Under
the guidelines, there is deemed to be a
contact zone around each animal. 0nly
one vesselcan operate within this zone
which applies within a 250-metre radius
of awhale shark-for a maximum time of
90 minutes. Although the guidelines
appear to be adequate with the current
number of operators, they may eventually
need to be reviewed as a result of future
scientific findings.

CALM officers are usually on hand to
monitor thewhale sharks and whale shark
watchers. Wildlife officers and district

I It is relatively unusual to see more lhan
I one whale shark at the same time.
I Snorkellers were following the one on
the left when a second shark appeared
from the depths below. It seemed to be
coming up to inspect the fiyst animal.
Photo Simon Jones

staff record as much data on the whale
sharks (such as numbers, lenllth, sex and
d is t r ibu t ion) ,  tour is t  opera tors  and
human interaction as possible. Tourist
operators and spotter plane pilots also
record data on behalf ofthe Depadment.

The wha le  shark  season is  a
tremendous boon for tourist operators,
the Exmouth region and those lucky
enough to  sw im wi th  the  mass ive
creatures. But it is important to ensure
the whale shark industry is sustained
indefinitely. The fear is that if whale
sharks suffer harassment they may learn
to avoid people. On the other hand, if
na ture-based tour ism is  managed
properly, it can help fostera conservation
ethic with the public and help generate
revenue for research, conservation and
management.

UNMVELLING A MYSTERY
The continental shelf is closer to the

shore at Ningaloo than anywhere else in
Australia, which may padly account for
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identified by scars and other marks. By
recording these individuals through
underwater photogmphy and by tagging
some whale sharks, Geoff Taylor has
shown that many of the same sharks
retum to Ningaloo from year to year.

The industry at Ningaloo relies on
whale sharks being at the surface, but
how much time do they spend at the
surface and where do they go when they
leave Ningaloo? Whale sharks are fished
in certain parts of the world, such as
India, Pakistan and the Philippines.
Fortunately, they are not taken in large

numbers and they are not particularly
soughtafter, as the flesh is reported to be
very soft and bland. However, these
fisheries could have an impact on
management ofwhale sharks at Ningaloo
ifthe same individuals travel as farafield
as any of these other countries.

Scientists John Gunn and John
Stevens, from the CSIRO Division of
Fisheries in Hobart, recently attached
archival tags to six whale sharks, which
may help answer some of these questions.
The'smad'tags (whichweredesignedby
the CSIRO in conjunction with an

electronics company) can collect data for
up to five years and store it for 20 years.
Each tag has an accurate time clock, as
well as depth, light and temperature
sensors. They collect information that
shows the time of sunrise and sunset,
from!,vhich the latitude and longitude of
the whale's location can be accurately
worked out. The tag from one of these
fish was removed after 24 hours. The
depth ofthe shark's dives increased from
sunset to about 3.00 am, when it was at
a depth of 90 metres. This suggests that
the shark was moving offshore in this
period. Ifone or more ofthese tags can be
recovered during the next whale shark
season,scientistswill haveahugeamount
of information on the distances travelled,
where the shark go and the depths to
which they dive.

During their visit to Ningaloo-
which was funded by film-makers Liz
and Andrew Wight of Underwater
Discoveries, who were making the
Ningaloo Rendezuoas documentary-
the researchers also managed to track a
five-metre whale shark for 26 hours.
Using acoustic telemetry, data on
swimming depth and water temperature
from the multi-channel tags were
recorded at three-second intervals,
together with the position of the fish
pinpointed by the Global Positioning
System. This system has been used
successfully by CSIRO to track bluefin
tuna and black marlin. The whale shark
spent more than half its time at the
surface. The rest of the time was spent
diving to the bottom, to depths of 70
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l,46oue; The anival ofwhale sharks at
I Ningaloo is linked to the mass coral
I spawning. They are believed to be
feeding on the krill, plankton and tiny
fish that feed on the coral spawn.
Photo - Robert Carvey

I Rrlf Whale sharks can feed by
I capturing water by forward movement
I or by simply staying in the one place
and sucking in seawater containing their
prey. This animal was photographed
actively feeding, as can be seen by the
distended lower jaw.
Photo - Simon Jones
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The golden whistler is a common forest
bird. 'Forest Focus' (on page 10)
dbcusses a fiue-year studg into the
effects of timber haruesting on forest
bilds. insects and mammals-

Aboriginal people of the northem
deserts mll the black-headed python
'wamtrung kalpa', which roug hl!
translates as 'grinder or mtsher ofrock
uallabies'. See the storv on page 17.

In the closing dags of 1991, heaug
doumpours of roin flooded Rowles
Lagoon in WA's coldfields; and so
began an unusual geor of floods, frogs,
flowers and fires (see page 42).

Radio collars are frtted to feral cats to
help scimtists track their mouements.
'Hunting the Hunter', on page 36,
foqtses on research into the habits of
these supreme desert hunters.
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The 10th Light Horse Memorial Trail
is one of ht)o ualktrails in Neerabup
National Park. The story on page 22
takes Uou itrside thk little-knou,n park
in Perth's northen suburbs-

The majesticand graceful whale shark
visits the north-west of Westem Australia
ench year and is fastbecominga major
tourist attraction. What does the future
hold for theworld's largest fish?
See page 28.
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The illustration is by Danka Pradzynski.
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