SHARK TRUST

Shark finning fact sheet  

Finning is the process of cutting off the fins of a shark and then dumping the rest of the body at sea unused. This wasteful and often cruel practice exists as a result of the fact that most shark fins are valuable, most shark meat has limited commercial value, and because shark carcasses release ammonia they cannot easily be stored with other fish without ‘tainting’ its taste. Shark fins are used to make shark fin soup.  Finning occurs most commonly in high seas fisheries, hundreds of miles out to sea, and in small inshore fisheries in tropical countries, where fishermen are being encouraged by shark fin-buyers to target local populations of sharks.  Currently it is estimated we kill about 100 million sharks per year as ‘bycatch’ or in targeted shark fisheries, and that this level of exploitation is unsustainable. 

History

In some Far East cultures shark fin soup is a traditional means of honouring special guests or important occasions.  Champagne is used in a similar manner in many western cultures.  A number of factors helped create this centuries old tradition. Sharks were difficult to catch and therefore had rarity value. Sharks symbolize ‘apex status’.  Shark fins are easy to dry and keep in good condition for long periods of time, and could therefore be traded long distances from the sea.  These factors combined to make shark fin a rare, prestigious and potentially widely available commodity. 

Processing fins 

Once the fins of a shark have been cut off, cleaned and washed, they are either frozen or sun-dried.  Now a stable tradable commodity, the fins are usually processed ashore.  Initial processing involves the fins being soaked in hot water, skinned and then having their cartilaginous base plate and platelets removed. Secondary processing involves a wash, bleaching and drying.  The final process is achieved by soaking, boiling, removing the fin ray membrane, kneading, shaping, bleaching and finally drying. The end result is a set of ‘fin nets’ produced from each fin.  Typically 3-6grms of these fin nets are used to make a bowel of shark fin soup.   Fin nets give the soup a glutinous consistency.  Pork or chicken is usually used to give the soup flavour.  

Shark fins: now one of the most valuable and sought after fish products in the world
About 10 years ago the shark fin trade was limited by the low average wealth of people in shark fin consuming cultures and to a lesser extent a limited technological ability to catch sharks. Today the combination of massively increased average wealth of people in the Far East and today’s highly efficient fishing methods has resulted in a huge over exploitation of many shark populations. The result in many areas has been a downward spiral of reduced shark populations, increasing shark fin prices and increased effective fishing effort.  The retail price of a single large Whale shark dorsal fin has increased 50% over the last year in China and can now retail  for up to £15,000.  The fact that the combined retail value of fins and meat on a large Whale shark is worth many tens of thousands of pounds, is a clear indication of the huge over exploitation pressures, which now confront Whale sharks and many other species of shark.  
High Seas Finning

Oceanic fishing fleets spend many months at sea all over the world, targeting valuable fish species such as tuna. These huge vessels use thousands of baited hooks on miles of long-line, freezing their valuable catch until able to deliver it to eager international markets. Unfortunately, long-liners often catch several times as many sharks than they do tuna, which are now seriously overfished in most parts of the world. Until relatively recently, this 'bycatch' of sharks was considered a nuisance. Sharks were not landed on the vessel, but cut loose from the long-lines and allowed to swim away free. As shark fin has become an increasingly valuable commodity, correspondingly fewer sharks are being released.  Unfortunately, because sharks caught as ‘bycatch’ are typically considered captain’s or crew bounty, they are often not officially landed at ports and therefore figures confirming the extent of the trade are limited.  Where they do exist, it would appear that Hong Kong is the world’s shark fin trading centre and that at least7,000 metric tonnes of dried shark fin are traded every year.  

Coastal shark fin fisheries

With the growing demand for shark fins, new shark fin fisheries have opened in many tropical coastal regions, particularly in the Pacific and Indian Oceans.  Often artesianal fishermen are encouraged to start shark fishing by fin traders who offer ‘free’ fishing gear, boats and a guaranteed market outlet in return for fins. Rapid depletions of local shark populations are often the result of such trading activity. Whilst the white fish industry requires a certain level of technology in order to service freezers, sun dried shark fins in the tropics require virtually none.  As a result, even coastal shark populations in the remotest parts of the world are now vulnerable to over exploitation. 

Cruelty, waste and environmental risks

Many sharks are killed when they are caught and before finning takes place (a live shark on the deck of a vessel is a real danger to fishermen). However, the most shocking aspect of finning is that many sharks are still alive when their fins are cut off and they are thrown back into the sea alive, to die. The cruelty of finning is not the only reason for opposing this practice, though. Finning is also wasteful as wet fins typically represent only 5% of a sharks body weight and discarded carcasses could provide a valuable additional food source, particularly in many developing countries. Finally, we have no idea what the environmental impact could be of removing very large numbers of sharks from ocean ecosystems. Most sharks are top predators and as such scientists believe it is likely sharks play a  'keystone' role in marine ecosystems by culling weak and diseased animals and keeping their prey populations in check. Removing this control is likely to have a damaging effect on marine ecosystems.

Why are sharks vulnerable to exploitation? 

Shark fisheries are different from other commercial fisheries. Teleost or bony fishes, which support the vast majority of world fisheries, have an entirely different life history strategy from sharks. Most commercial fish species mature early and produce vast numbers of tiny eggs. Some bony fish populations can increase at rates of up to 30% per year. Even if overfished until reduced to a tiny fraction of their original numbers, extinction is unlikely for wide ranging bony fish species, unless other environmental factors prevent recovery.  Sharks however are different from teleost fish.  In many ways their biology is more closely aligned to cetaceans (for example whales and dolphins). Like cetaceans most sharks grow slowly, mature late and give birth to a few large pups after a long gestation period. Basking sharks for example take 15 – 20 years to mature, have a 2-3 year gestation period and typically produce only 4–6 pups. This life history strategy, typical of top predators with few natural enemies, means that shark populations usually decline rapidly when targeted by fisheries.  If given the opportunity recover, they do so very slowly, if at all. 

Could they become extinct?

So long as fishing activity continues in areas where these sharks occur, they will continue to be caught, and landed if markets exist. Their populations may continue to decline, potentially until the last individuals have been removed and species become extinct. Currently 18 species of shark are listed under the IUCN’s Red List of species threatened with extinction. 

What can be done to control fin fisheries?

The FAO IPOA-Shark recommendations were drawn up because of concern over increasing shark catches and the consequences that this is having on some species of shark. The IPOA recognises the biological vulnerability of sharks and the urgent need for a framework for improving shark fisheries management. It stresses the importance of international collaboration between States for the management of transboundary and highly migratory species, and the collection of data (including trade data). The IPOA is, however, purely voluntary and still untested. Implementation relies on shark-fishing States drawing up national Shark Plans, but few states have yet done so. 

What is The Shark Trust doing?

· Campaigning to stop finning

· Demanding that the EU implement a sustainable shark fisheries management policy

· Supporting and promoting shark research 

Apart from not eating shark fin soup, you can do the following NOW to help sharks:-

· Sign The Shark Trust stop finning campaign – see www.sharktrust.org 

· Adopt a Shark Trust shark – see www.sharktrust.org
· Join The Shark Trust – see www.sharktrust.org 

