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A zebra shark
embryo, illuminated
from behind, curls
inside an egg within
a protective pouch,
known colloaquially
as 8 mermaid’s purse,
at a shark nursery
in Indonesia, After
hatching, it will be
taken to the wild

to help resurrect
endangered shark
populatians in the
Raja Ampat Islands

Aquariums around the world are raising endangered
sharks and releasing them into the sea. It's an
unprecedented mission. And it just might work.

BY CRAIG WELCH
PHOTOGRAPHS BY DAVID DOUBILET AND JENNIFER HAYES
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A
Nesha ichida, an
Indonesian marine
scientist, gently fer-
ries a juvenile zebra
shark through a sea
pen at the Raja Ampat
Research & Conser-
vation Center on the
island of Kri. A team
of “shark nannies,” or
caretakers, will weigh
and measure the ani-
mal as part of a final
health check the day

before it's released. ‘ﬁ :
1 P .
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The Wayag Islands

in northern Raja

Ampat are a labyrinth

of sandy beaches,

turquoise lagoons,

and atolls broken

by limestone towers.
Fishing boats once
packed these remote

« waters, nearly wiping
out zebra sharks. Now
a marine protected
area patrolled by rang-
ers provides arefuge

< for sharks, rays, turtles,
‘and other marine life,
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PROTECTED WATERS

Scientists expect the re-
introduced zebra sharks
will stay in their preferred
habitat—sandy shallows—
near Southeast Asia’s first
shark and ray sanctuary.

-
Shark L7 Marine

andray - protected Asia and

sanctuary .’ araas Ayau Is.

lsLAND

Mayalibit Bay

Fam istands

‘(Koﬁau Boo Is.
North Miscol

Sharks are essential to the marine world.
They keep ocean food webs in check, preying on
smaller creatures that might otherwise grow too
numerous and destroy natural systems that feed
billions of people. To protect sharks, overfishing
must be stopped. But in the meantime could
some of the damage that’s already been done
be repaired? Could sharks be brought back from
the brink by rearing them in captivity and then
returning them to the wild—not haphazardly
but by using the best available science? Those
were the questions that drove Mark Erdmann, an
ocean scientist with Conservation International,
to persuade several aquariums to come together
and form ReShark.

The group, now made up of 75 partners from

15 countries, including 44 major aquariums, |

aims to release 585 baby zebra sharks in Raja
Ampat over 10 years. The goal is to seed a self-
sustaining wild population, then apply the same
technique to other shark species—not just a few
but as many as possible, said Lisa Hoopes, senior
director of research and consetvation at Atlanta’s

Georgia Aquarium, a ReShark partner.

Scientists often fight extinctions

by reintroducing species. They’ve

done so with giant pandas in China,

golden lion tamarins in Brazil,

condors in California. Pilots in the

United States taught captive-born

whooping cranes to migrate in the

wild by leading them with ultralight

aircraft. Almost 30 years after gray wolves

were reintroduced to Yellowstone National Park,

the canines have thoroughly woven themselves
back into the park’s ecological fabric.

But marine reintroductions are complex and
rare. Oceans are vast, and marine life is difficult
to track. Threats are tough to manage. “Every-
thing is harder when the ocean is involved,” said
David Shiffman, marine biologist and author of
Why Sharks Matter: A Deep Dive With the World’s
Most Misunderstood Predator.

In 2017 researchers tried capturing vaquitas—
tiny, rare porpoises in the Gulf of California that
were being killed as bycatch by illegal gillnetters.
They’d hoped to relocate the animals to sanctu-
aries, then reintroduce them once the Mexican
government got fishing under control. Instead,
scientists abandoned the effort when stress
killed the first adult vaquita they caught.

Even so, there’s growing recognition among
scientists that captive animals may be key to re-
wilding the sea. The year after the vaquita died,
an JUCN commission urged experts to keep look-
ing for safe ways to capture dolphins because
reintroductions may well be needed to save other
species, such as South America’s La Plata dolphins
or West Africa’s Atlantic humpback dolphins.

It’s not as if young sharks haven’t been put
back into the sea. An aquarium in Malta rears and
releases baby sharks, hatched from eggs gathered
from dead sharks sold in nearby fish markets, into
the Mediterranean Sea. Another in Sweden sets
baby cat sharks loose in a fjord. But these mea-
sures, however well intentioned, are more akin
to zoos opening cages and setting excess patrots
free than they are programs designed to build
back depleted populations. They’re tiny in scope
and often don’t even involve endangered species.
Typically, they also skirt the thorniest issue: Until
overfishing is stopped where sharks are released,
adding more won’t bring species back.

That’s why Dulvy, who'd spent 11 years as the
co-chair of the JTUCN’s shark specialist group, ini-
tially was skeptical of ReShark’s plan. He knows
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RAISE AND RELEASE

The international ReShark collective seeks to
restore threatened shark and ray species to their
known historic ranges, a boon for marine ecosys-
tems. Its first project: to rewild Indonesian waters.

How sharks reproduce

——
1

The zebra shark—-docile, endangered,
ancd egg-laying~is an ideal first candi-
date for reintroduction. Eggs are easier
to transport than live sharks.
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One or more
eggs laid

REWILDING

Egg selection

Partner facilities breed the
sharks and assess eggs for
heaith and genetic viability.

Shipping

Selections are carefully bagged,
boxed, and mailed internation-
ally through official customs.

Hatchery in Raja Ampat
Local teams care for pups in tanks,

HATCH @ then transfer them to sea pens

to learn survival skills.

o2 > 4 Release and monitor

) Juveniles are tagged and, when
Life span ready for the wild, released into
30-40 years a marine protected area.

FERNANDO G. BAPTISTA. NGM STAFF; LAWSON PARKER
SOURCES: NICHOLAS K. DULVY, SIMON FRASER UNIVERSITY; ERIN MEYER, SEATTLE

AQUARIUM; KADY LYONS, GEORGIA AQUARIUM; JENNIFER WYFFELS, RIPLEY'S AQUARIUMS;

CHRISTINE DUDGEON, UNIVERSITY OF QUEENSLAND
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