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Introduction  

In academic literature the word ‘sharks’ is often used to collaboratively refer to 

animals of the subclass Elasmobranchii (Techera and Klein, 2011). Modern sharks 

however, are classified in the clade Selachimorpha, a superorder of Elasmobranchii, 

this essay will focus exclusively on modern sharks.  

In the last century anthropological stressors such as modern fishing practises, shark 

finning and/or trophy fishing, habitat degradation via pollution and environmental 

changes (Sims et al 2006) have decimated global shark populations (Davis and 

Worm 2012). Due to sharks possessing typical K-selected life histories; slow growth, 

late onset of sexual maturity, low fecundity and longevity (Klimley 2003; Goldman et 

al., 2006; Stow et al., 2006; Ahonen et al., 2009) the implications of global 

exploitation have heavily impacted shark populations.  

The ancestry of sharks dates back over 430 million years (Domeier, 2012). Modern 

sharks however, have been a part of the marine ecosystem for just over 150 million 

years. Sharks are an essential part of the ecosystem as they regulate the marine 

food webs, often acting as apex predators (Myers et al., 2007). Through geological 

eras, sharks have diverged into many forms. Modern sharks display vast species 

diversity and inhabit every ocean and sea, today there are over 400 species of 

modern shark which are classified by 8 orders (Vélez-Zuazo and Agnarsson 2010). 

However, due to rising demands for shark products and negative public relations 

with sharks, which are often catalysed by media with sensationalistic negative 

portrayal of sharks and human-shark interactions, the survival of many species of 

sharks is now in jeopardy (Davis and Worm 2012). Although there is a relative 

degree of dissonance between fishery reports and academic figures, it is thought 

that between 80 million and 120 million sharks are reportedly killed each year (WWF 

2014; sharkproject.org 2014) of which ~73% is attributed to shark finning (Davis and 

Worm 2012). However, there are many researchers and institutes which see this as 

a grossly understated value. Arguing that if estimates were to account for shark fin 
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sales per year, or even confiscated fins and products this figure could easily breach 

200 million sharks per year (Clarke et al 2006). It is however agreed that shark 

populations are being depleted at an unsustainable rate that far surpasses 

replacement level. (Klimley 2003; Clarke, 2004; Domeier 2012; IUCN 2016; WWF, 

2016). Which, if continued many species may face localized or even global extinction 

(Clarke 2006). Over the last half century 98% of shark species have faced population 

declines (WWF 2016), resultantly over 17% of today’s sharks are classified as 

threatened on the International Union for Conservation (IUCN) red list. Furthermore, 

60% of all pelagic and epipelagic sharks are classified as vulnerable (IUCN 2016).   

 

Shark Finning, Asian Culture and Shark Fin Soup 

Shark finning is a controversial practice which is held as the leading contributor to 

the global decline in shark populations (Davis and Worm 2012). The shark fin trade 

has an estimated annual worth ranging from $540 million to $1.2 billion (Clarke et al., 

2007). Shark finning is the process were sharks are captured, the dorsal, pelvic, 

pectoral and caudal fins are removed, often when the shark is still alive, the shark is 

then discarded back into the ocean to perish (Worm et al., 2013). The removed fins 

are usually stored and dried in mass, then sold and exported to Asian markets. Upon 

arrival they are processed and used to create the Asian delicacy shark fin soup 

(Clarke, 2004).  

With the growth and development of the Chinese economy, and to a lesser extent 

South East Asian economy, over the last 30 years there has been an increase in the 

middle-class population in these regions (Jaffrelot and Veer, 2008). Therefore shark 

fin soup has went from being a delicacy which was exclusive to the rich, to a luxury, 

yet affordable, commodity in Asian culture (Jacquet et al., 2008). Due to this 

increased demand, the shark fin trade has become an enticingly lucrative and 

globally accessible practice for both independent and commercial fisherman (Carr et 

al., 2013).  

The origins of this prestigious yet contentious dish are thought to date back to 968 

AD, when an emperor in Sung dynasty served shark fin soup as a demonstration of 

his power, great wealth and generosity at an imperial banquet. The affluence 

associated with the dish was promoted further in the Ming dynasty (1368–1644 AD) 

(Rose 1996). As it was institutionalized as haute cuisine or ‘high cooking’ and was 

considered the highlight of imperial banquets (Fabinyi 2011). Furthermore, the 

economic and cultural expansions of China in the late 20th and early 21st century 

lead to an increased demand for shark fin soup (Jaffrelot and Veer, 2008). 

Additionally this era saw the development of larger and faster, international logistical 

networks that were able to supply for this increased demand for fins. Which in turn, 

brought notable geographical culinary changes in China (Clarke et al., 2007). During 

this time, economic policies where implemented in China to encourage domestic 

consumption of shark fin, with an aim of increasing the contribution to the economic 

growth. Consequently, this resulted in shark fin soup no longer being refined to 
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celebratory events in the major cities in the richer Southern provinces of China, but a 

common product that can be found in all major Chinese cities (Fabinyi 2011).  

 

Laws and Loopholes Regarding Shark Finning and Shark Fishing 

Countries with coastline are ultimately responsible for legislating and enforcing laws 

in regards to fishing activity in their waters (Anticamara et al., 2010). Although many 

countries have variant degrees of legislation which prohibits or limits shark finning, 

only a small number of countries have completely outlawed the activity. 

Conservation agencies such as Shark Trust, Shark Savers and The Marine 

Conservation Society are encouraging more countries to ban shark finning with an 

aim of enacting global legislation (Shivji et al., 2005). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One contemporary issue regarding shark finning lays within the variant degrees of 

legislation that countries have. For example Australia, Italy, South Africa and Hawaii 

(Table 1), state that only whole sharks can be landed. This policy is also commonly 

found in the waters of Central America and in waters off the African coast (Yokota et 

al., 2006). Landing the whole body causes inconvenience for fisherman as the body 

Table 1 

Legislation and legal framework influencing practices such as shark finning and fishing in 

the lead nations of pelagic longline fishing.  

Adapted from Gilman et al., 2008  
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is often seen as waste. Once the fins, jaw and liver are removed there is little 

commercial use for the rest of the body. Disposing of this waste can be costly for 

fisherman, especially for the non-commercial fisherman (Gilman et al 2008). 

However, this legislation is often criticized on many merits as it does not limit the 

amount of animals that can be taken. Nor, does this policy protect threatened or 

endangered species (Schiller et al., 2014). In addition, there is often no or little 

enforcement of these legislation and even if enforced, the penalties are often not 

significant enough to discourage the activity (Gilman et al., 2008). 

It is often the case that in many countries the legislation in place is ambiguous and is 

often treated subjectively by fisherman (Lack and Sant 2009). Loopholes are 

regularly exploited and laws manipulated by non-corporate, unregulated fishing 

vessels (Schiller et al., 2014). For instance, Table 1 shows that some counties 

employ a size limit. This is in place so younger, smaller sharks are thrown back to 

ensure a succeeding generation (Biery and Pauly 2012). Although legal and illegal 

shark fishing vessels aim to target bigger fish, for more profit by catching fish with 

larger fins, the techniques used by such enterprises are often indiscriminate (Gilman 

et al., 2008). Baited long line fishing is a common strategy employed by commercial 

and independent fisheries and regardless to the intended target species, long line 

techniques catch between 5-24 sharks per 100 catches (Nakano and Clarke 2006). 

Even if the size limit legislation is followed by long line fisheries, it is not uncommon 

to find that a shark could be on the line for up to a week which if the shark is an 

obligate RAM ventilator often proves fatal (Camhi, 2009). 

Another regularly exploitable loophole involves shark biology coupled with limited 

policing and enforcement around, and even within, marine protection areas (MPAs). 

The biogeographical background of both littoral and pelagic shark species often 

increases susceptibility to capture, and underlines flaws in legislative policies and 

conservation efforts (Klimley 2003). Pelagic shark species, such as the great white 

shark, (Carcharodon carcharias), longfin and shortfin mako sharks, (Isurus paucus 

and Isurus oxyrinchus) blue sharks (Prionace glauca), oceanic whitetip shark 

(Carcharhinus longimanus), amid many others, travel vast distances, seasonally 

moving out of the protection of the MPAs (Klimley 2003; Domeier and Nasby-Lucas 

2008; Domeier 2012). Often is the case, the majority of illegal shark fishing takes 

note of these migrations and uses them to fish for sharks in unregulated international 

waters. However, there have been reports in the Galapagos and off the Costa Rican 

coast of boats chumming the surrounding waters of MPAs to lure sharks out of the 

protected waters (Carr et al 2013). Furthermore, shortages of resources, funding and 

workforce, particularly in countries with developing economies often results in events 

such as this being unreported and the culprits are rarely penalised due to non-

aggressive marine policing systems (Schiller et al., 2014).  
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Case Study: New USA Shark Finning Legislation 

As stated, most countries have variant degrees of protective legislation in force. 

However there can be certain levels of disparity within the country itself, for instance 

the laws regarding shark fishing and finning in the USA are different between the 

states (see Table 2).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The penalties put in place range from minor fines to significant prison sentences 

dependent on what state the transgressions are committed. Hawaii, North Marianna 

Islands, Guam, California and Illinois have serious penalties in place (Table 2). The 

Fish Information & Services (2015) suggested that these penalties are possibly a 

reflection of how much of a problem finning and trophy fishing has been in these 

areas. However, the policies of other states have been widely questioned. Although 

all states act to prevent progression in the illegal wildlife trade in regards to shark 

finning, only Guam and Samoa prohibit shark products (Biery and Pauly, 2012). 

Therefore in the other states, there is potentially an exploitable loophole which may 

Table 2 

Legislation in place in various states of America, with date of implementation and 

statutory punishments for legislation violation. 

Adapted from Animal welfare institute 2015 (https://awionline.org/content/shark-

finning-legislation) 
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encourage the illegal trade of both shark jaws and shark oil. Furthermore, some 

states have faced criticism for the notably low penalties, New York issues a 15 day 

prison sentence and $250 fine. Low fines have been criticized globally as shark fins 

can sell for $650 per kilogram (Folwer and Seret 2010). Therefore a single pectoral 

fin from the 12 meter long, epipelagic colossus, the whale shark (Rhincodon typus) 

can sell for over $20,000 (Clarke et al., 2007). It is argued the current penalties are 

not large enough to discourage illegal fishing as the reward massively outweighs the 

risk (Godin and Worm 2010).  

Sharks and Man: How Perceptions Have Hindered Conservation Efforts 

At the turn of the 20th century, the idea sharks represented little danger to humans 

was common thought throughout the general public and academic world (Bryan, 

1915; Burgess, 2012). However, in the summer of 1916, 5 serious shark attacks, 4 of 

which were fatal, took place along the Jersey shore within 11 days. The events of 

July 1916, went down in American maritime history and inspired the late Peter 

Benchley to write the critically acclaimed novel Jaws in 1974, which had almost 

unparalleled success as a Steven Spielberg blockbuster in 1975. The public 

perception of sharks was irreparably damaged (Klimley 1992). Sharks were branded 

with a negative archetype; now seen as enemies, mindless killing machines and 

labelled man eaters (Frentz and Rushing 1993). Sensationalised media reports of 

human-shark interactions perpetually occupy webpages and front page of tabloid 

press even to this day, usually with a slanderous or fear inducing, and often 

inaccurate headline (Friedrich et al 2014). These unrelenting media representations 

may have even hindered the progress of conservation efforts and even legislation 

enforcements by disengaging the public. 

 

The New Ideology of the 21st Century: The Progress of Shark 

Conservation 

During the last decade, it would seem that the public perception of sharks and 

attitudes towards finning are starting to change. As people are becoming 

increasingly environmentally conscious, views and pre-conceived notions are now 

being challenged. The last decade has saw legislations of many countries being 

updated and new policies implemented (see Table 2 for USA).  

Conservation agenises such as WWF, IUCN, Shark Trust, Shark Savers, The Marine 

Conservation Society, National Geographic and The Shark Water Project have 

increased awareness through education, celebrity endorsement, public partitions that 

support increasing MPA sizes and stricter regulations in regard to ‘no take zones’ 

(Biery and Pauly, 2012). The work of agenises began to gain huge support when a 

shark culling policy was implemented in Western Australia in 2014 which prompted 

international outrage (Friedrich et al., 2014). Global media coverage of national 

protest demonstrations and interviews with celebrities and world leading shark 

researchers regarding the shark cull attracted international attention. The incident did 

not just cause people to object to the Australian policy regarding sharks, but invoked 

a paradigm shift. The aftermath of the incident increased awareness of the 
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unsustainability of modern fishing practices and illegal shark finning (Friedrich et al., 

2014). The media helped engage the public to support global shark conservation 

agencies. Increase awareness from incidents like the Western Australian shark cull 

are thought to be linked to a newspaper report telling of a 70% drop in the sales of 

shark fin soup in China (Duggan, 2014). This recent trend, if sustained, could in time 

lower demand for shark fins leading to a reduction in the number of sharks landed 

annually thus decreasing need for illegal shark finning.   
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