
Tracking trends in populations
For the past 15 years, the Maldives Whale Shark Research Programme 
(MWSRP) has been monitoring the whale sharks in South Ari Atoll. 
What makes this population interesting is that individual sharks stay in 
the area for months, and sometimes years. Researchers study how the 
animals behave and are impacted by humans. The spots on each whale 
shark are arranged in a unique pattern, like a fingerprint. This means 
each individual can be easily identified.

Almost all the whale sharks in South Ari Atoll are young males. 
Since whale sharks can live for 130 years, and do not reach maturity 
until they are 30, the survival of these animals is important for the 
species on a global scale. For an all-male population, immigration and 

emigration are the main factors affecting population size. Overall, the 
numbers of whale sharks in South Ari Atoll are unfortunately in decline 
(see Figure 1).

MWSRP tracks the health of each animal, recording injuries and how 
well they heal. Researchers have seen a shocking increase in the 
number of injuries per shark over recent years, with most caused by 
boats (see Figure 2). Some animals arrive with injuries, but others 
happen within South Ari Atoll. Recently, MWSRP has shown that whale 
sharks with injuries spend longer in the area than those without.

Filter-feeding giants
Whale sharks are the largest fish in the world. They can reach 18 metres 
in length and a mass of 19 000 kg. They use their 1.5-metre-wide mouths to 
feed on plankton and small fish. Whale sharks are endangered
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You can read more about MWSRP’s work at:  
https://maldiveswhalesharkresearch.org
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Figure 2 The mean number of injuries per whale shark in South 
Ari Atoll has increased since 2006
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Figure 1 Decline of whale shark numbers over time in 
South Ari Atoll

A unique habitat for recovery
Whale sharks can dive deeper than 1500 metres to feed, then 
spending time near the water surface to warm up. The warm, shallow 
waters in South Ari Atoll, combined with an abundance of food, 
means the MPA provides the balance of biotic and abiotic factors 
whale sharks need to thrive.

Ecotourism ensures that there is a large amount of support for the 
protection of whale sharks in the Maldives. Unfortunately, it also puts them 
at risk from boat strikes. New speed limits and regulations on activities 
within the MPA are currently being drafted by the Maldives Whale Shark 
Research Programme and the Maldivian government. Hopefully, these 
controls will ensure that whale sharks have a refuge within the MPA, so 
they can heal and recover before returning to the open ocean.

Migration
Whale sharks cross vast distances in their seasonal migrations. In 
one year, a whale shark was recorded travelling from one side of 
the Pacific Ocean to the other – over 20 000 km. We still don’t know 
where whale sharks mate, give birth or spend their early years.

Protecting a species
through tourism
The global population of whale sharks has declined by as much as 
50% over the past 75 years. Unsustainable hunting, to supply the 
black market with fins for shark fin soup, is largely to blame.

Things are different in the waters around a small chain of Maldivian 
islands, known as South Ari Atoll. People visit this area from all over 
the world, hoping to swim with whale sharks. The gentle giants 
are an important part of the local economy, bringing in £6.8 million 
per year. To protect them, South Ari Atoll was declared a Marine 
Protected Area (MPA) in 2009 by the Maldivian government.


