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Report1
Introduction

The great white shark (Carcharodon carcharias) stands as one of the most iconic species of the world’s
oceans, inspiring awe, fear and fascination in equal measure. In South Africa, these apex predators once
thrived around a small coastal town called Gansbaai, influencing marine ecosystems and supplementing
a flourishing ecotourism industry. Yet in the last dramatic years, they have been threatened along with
the fragile balance of the marine environment they sustain.

This project explores the history, current standing and future prospects of conservation of the great
white shark in Gansbaai, the key ecological changes affecting their disappearance, sustained actions
being undertaken to conserve the last remaining populations and future strategies that combine
research, technology and community.

Through this work, | will emphasize the urgent need for sustained action to ensure that great white
sharks patrol South Africa’s waters for generations to come.

1: The Time of Great Plenty

Once, Gansbaai was known as the “great white shark capital” of the world, where seeing Carcharodon
carcharias became a bucketlist item. Skippers such as Wiehann Myburgh narrate about the days when
dozens of great whites would be seen as going along between Dyer Island, Geyser Rock, and Shark Alley
on a single shark cage diving trip. These apex predators, through their control of prey populations and
facilitation of a dynamic balance among species, regulated healthy marine ecosystems.

However, a profound ecological shift was well underway by 2017. A pair of orcas (Orcinus orca),
nicknamed Port and Starboard, was observed hunting the great whites with an astonishing efficiency.
They marked a new erawhere shark carcasses with extensive injuries and missing livers washed ashore,
conclusive evidence of the orca predation.

The intense pressure of predation has led to animmediate and sharp decline in numbers of great whites
from this area. Scientific works, coupled with long term sighting data, have confirmed that these once
common predators have abandoned Gansbaai. With the absence of great whites, other shark species
are stepping into the vacant ecological roles. Bronze whaler sharks (Carcharhinus brachyurus) and
broadnose sevengill sharks (Notorynchus cepedianus) are now being spotted more frequently in the
area. This shift is subtly changing the ecosystem dynamics, as different species have different prey
preferences, hunting strategies, and interactions with the environment. Monitoring these changes is
critical to understanding the broader impacts of apex predator loss and ensuring the stability of the
marine ecosystem.

Diving in Gansbaai gave me a chance to witness the remarkable richness of life still present, sea birds
overhead, African penguins (Spheniscus demersus), playful Cape fur seals (Arctocephalus pusillus
pusillus), all with sightings of majestic southern right whales (Eubalaena australis). Notably missing
were the great white sharks. It is essential for us to comprehend the reasoning behind their decline and
the subsequent effects, if we want to see their return and resurgence in these waters in the future.
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