
These blunt-nosed pinnacles of the marine 
foodweb are believed to live for up to 50 years 
of age, reach up to 20-25 feet in length, and 
nearly 900kg in weight. Their massive size 
and reputation for chewing on the occasional 
human have ensured their place in folklore, 
however it may surprise some to learn that 
very little is really known about tiger sharks 
from Australian waters. 

Fisheries expert Dr Julian Pepperell explains 
“we really don’t know anything about the 
population size or stock structure of tiger 
sharks occurring off NSW, or much about 
their movement. We do know that relatively 
large specimens (around 200kg plus) are 
fairly common off central NSW during 
summer months, as they are relatively easily 
caught by game fishers during this time of 
year. In fact, despite tiger sharks being found 
throughout the world, all but one of the world 
angling records for the species have been 
caught along a relatively small stretch of 
NSW coastline between Port Macquarie and 
Ulladulla. This may indicate the importance 
of NSW waters for adult tiger sharks, or 

alternatively, it could suggest specialist 
fishing for this species in this area. Either 
way, it is something we probably need to get 
a better handle on”.

Historical recreational gamefish tagging 
information provides little insight into 
movement of this species, as there have 
been very few reported recaptures of tagged 
sharks. Less than 20 tagged tiger sharks 
have been recaptured in the NSW gamefish 
tagging database to date. Consequently, 
questions relating to whether tiger sharks take 
up residence around a specific area (as the 
stories of some surfers and fishers suggest), 
or roam nomadically along our coastline have 
remained unanswered until very recently. Dr 
Pepperell and PhD student Bonnie Holmes 
from the University of Queensland identified 
the need to provide a better understanding of 
the movements of tiger sharks in NSW waters 
to help inform consideration of possible 
population size, and improve understanding 
of the biology of this species. 
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A project funded through New South Wale’s 
Recreational Fishing Trusts is helping to fill 
in the blanks regarding the life history of 
one of the biggest and most enigmatic species 
encountered by recreational gamefishers: 

the Tiger shark (Galeocerdo cuvier) 
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Dr Pepperell explains “when you put a high 
tech tag on a species that you don’t know 
very much about, the results you receive are 
often not what you were expecting, and so 
far that’s exactly what we have encountered 
with tiger sharks during this study. We have 
observed some sharks move long distances 
south at times when you would expect 
them to be travelling in a northerly direction 
– as far south as 170km south of the NSW/
Victorian border. This was surprising as tiger 
sharks are generally not thought to move into 
such southern waters. We also had a shark 
tagged off Botany Bay turn up 220km west of 
New Caledonia, which really highlights the 
capacity for tiger sharks to undertake large 
oceanic movements a long distance from the 
Australian coast.” 

Another interesting finding was the depths 
this species can dive to in their travels. 
Dr Pepperell observed “tiger sharks were 
previously thought to be a continental 
shelf-associated species, however we have 
recorded several individuals moving well off 
the shelf and diving to depths of over 900 
metre – one as deep as 1.7 kilometres. At the 
moment we still have no idea why they might 
be diving to these depths but assume it was 
in some way to do with their feeding habits”

Shark fishers get a bit of bad press at times 
but Dr Pepperell is quick to point out that NSW 
Game fishers from Sydney and Shellharbour 
have been pivotal in gathering information 
for this project. “the help we have received 
from fishers has been truly fantastic, and 
without their efforts the project we would 
have no sharks to tag – simple as that”. In 
recounting progress of the project to date 
though, Dr Pepperell laughingly admits that it 
hasn’t all been smooth sailing. “giving tags to 
a boat can be the kiss of death sometimes… a 
number of times we would send a tag out with 
a boat, and it would be the only one to return 
home without having seen a shark, whilst 
others reporting good catches. We actually 
had some boats go out specifically for the 
purpose of tagging sharks for us to ensure 
we tagged the required number of sharks 
though, which was a tremendous help”. 

As is common in the process of scientific 
investigation, the work by Dr Pepperell and 
his colleagues has raised as many questions 
as it answers. However the study does provide 
some valuable insights into the movements 
and biology of this poorly understood species, 
to help in the sustainable management of it 
population.

Their project, funded 
by the NSW Recreational Fishing 
Trust, has been using satellite tags 
to follow these fascinating animals as they 
move both along the coastline, and through the 
water column, and the results received so far 
have been surprising... 


