FACT SHEET
GREAT WHITE SHARK
Carcharodon carcharias
Family: Lamnidae
Other common names: White shark, Witdoodshaai

Description

A powerful, streamlined shark with a pointed snout and a large
mouth. The overall colour is blue-grey above and distinctly white
underneath. The tips of the pectoral ﬁns are black underneath. The
large tailﬁn is supported by a slightly ﬂattened peduncle with a keel
on each side. The large triangular teeth are strongly serrated.

Distribution

Widely distributed in warm and cold temperate waters globally, but
occasionally found in the tropics and in open oceans. This species
occurs along the entire South African coast but the core of its
regional distribution is centred in the southwest Cape.

Habitat

Pelagic, wide-ranging in coastal and shelf waters and often ventures
into shallow water but occasionally oceanic. Intolerant of low salinity
environments.

Feeding

A highly varied diet with marine mammals (cetaceans and seals),
bony and cartilaginous ﬁsh and squid being the most important.
Opportunistic scavenging oﬀ whale carcasses is common.

Movement

They are extremely mobile and have shown a number of diﬀerent
movement patterns. These include rapid trans-oceanic return
migrations, frequent long-distance coastal return migrations, smallerscale patrolling and site ﬁdelity where they can remain resident in
certain areas for extended periods of time.
www.saambr.org.za

Reproduction

Males reach maturity at a size of 309 cm precaudal length and
females at 396 cm precaudal length. This is equivalent to an age of 9
and 16 years for males and females respectively. Little is known about
when mating and pupping occur in this species but the occurrence of
small juveniles in the Eastern Cape, and Algoa Bay speciﬁcally,
suggests that this may be an important nursery area. Embryos derive
their nourishment from the ingestion of packets of unfertilised eggs
(aplacental viviparity) and they give birth to up to 14 live young.

Age and growth

They can reach a maximum size of 540 cm total length and a weight
of 1241 kg. They are slow growing and have been aged to over 50
years.

Current status

Their current status in South African waters is not known. However,
there was no signiﬁcant trend in catch rates from the KwaZulu-Natal
shark nets from 1978-2010, suggesting that the population may be
stable. More recently numbers in the Western Cape appear to have
declined possibly due to predation by killer whales. They have been
evaluated as Vulnerable on the IUCN Red List (2005).
South African Sustainable Seafood Initiative (SASSI) List: Red.
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Capture

Current
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regulations

Reference

Prior to full protection of this species in South African waters in 1991,
trophy hunting for extremely large individuals in the south-western
Cape was a major source of mortality. Currently approximately 33
individuals, almost all of which are immature, are caught annually in
the KwaZulu-Natal shark nets.
Daily bag limit: None
Minimum size limit: None
Closed Season: None
Other regulations: Prohibited species
Marine protected areas (MPAs): Given their nomadic nature, MPAs
will probably provide limited protection. However, as Algoa Bay
appears to be a possible nursery ground, the Addo Elephant MPA
may beneﬁt newborns.
Information from the ORI Fish App. www.saambr.org.za

