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Additional Information for Recreational Shark Fishers
Fisheries and Oceans Canada, Maritimes Region
HOW TO IDENTIFY THE SPECIES OF THE SHARK
The most common species of sharks encountered by recreational anglers in Canadian Atlantic waters are the porbeagle, shortfin mako and blue sharks.  A number of characteristics, described below, can be used to distinguish these three species from the other species.  Several other species of sharks also occur in our area but they are relatively rare.  These include the great white, common thresher, smooth hammerhead, Greenland, dusky, whitetip, and sharpnose sharks.  Basking sharks are relatively common in late summer and look more like small whales than sharks.

A. Porbeagle Shark

The porbeagle is a stout shark that is blue-gray on top and white underneath with a white patch on the trailing edge of the first dorsal fin, which should be quite clear even with the shark in the water.  Unlike the blue shark, the upper and lower lobes of the tail are similar in size.  There are lateral keels on either side of the caudal peduncle (see figures), and in addition, there is a set of secondary keels on the tail near the joining of the upper and lower lobes (these keels may be difficult to see when the fish is in the water).

B. Mako Shark

The mako shark is very similar to the porbeagle. Careful examination is required to distinguish between the two species.  The body shape is similar to that of the porbeagle but more streamlined.  The snout is more slender and pointed than the porbeagle and there is no white patch on the dorsal fin, and no secondary ridges on the tail.  The first dorsal fin is just behind the pectoral fins.  The teeth tend to protrude from the mouth even when the mouth is closed.

C. Blue Shark
The blue shark is one of the most easily recognized sharks. It has a distinct colouration, a deep indigo blue from above and a vibrant blue on its sides, changing to white underneath. The large pectoral fins are also easy to spot as they are as long as the distance between the tip of the snout to the last gill slit. The blue shark is a long slender shark, reaching 3.8 meters (13 feet) in length. It is likely the most prolific of the large shark species as it is abundant throughout its range. The blue shark has a weak keel on the caudal peduncle and the upper lobe of the caudal fin is larger than the lower. The teeth on both the lower and upper jaw have triangular cusps with smooth or finely serrated edges.
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HOW TO ESTIMATE THE LENGTH OF THE SHARK
The preferred length determination when a shark is still in the water is an estimate of fork length.  Fork length is the straight-line distance from the tip of the snout to the fork of the tail, as shown in the following diagram.
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To estimate the fork length of a shark while it is in the water, use tape marks placed at 10 cm intervals along the rails of your boat.  The person holding the leader maneuvers the shark to the zero mark on the rail and someone yells “Mark!” when the shark’s snout lines up with the zero mark.  Another person reads the mark on the rail where the tip of the upper lobe of the shark’s tail lines up, and records the length to the nearest 10 cm mark.  This method requires at least two observers acting together. Patience is needed to get the shark properly lined up. Take your time to do it properly without exhausting the shark or endangering your safety.  If the shark won’t cooperate, do the best you can, and cut the shark loose. (As an alternative, you can mark a long pole or a piece of rope off at 10 cm intervals and use it instead of tape marks along the rail.)

HOW TO DETERMINE THE SEX OF THE SHARK
Look at the paired pelvic fins underneath the middle of the shark, as shown in the following drawing.
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Male sharks have tubular processes called claspers arising from the trailing margins of the pelvic fins. Female sharks do not have claspers, just smooth-edged fins.  The claspers are the male’s reproductive organs, used to internally fertilize the females. In juvenile males, the claspers will be present but may be small.  You will have to look closely for the claspers on a shark that is alive and struggling in the water, especially a small shark.  If you are unsure, do not guess.  Cut the shark loose rather than risk damaging the shark. 

METHODS TO HOOK AND RELEASE A SHARK SAFELY
The experienced angler is often in the best position to judge the safest and most effective means of releasing a shark in his/her particular situation.  Nevertheless, some fundamental procedures are essential to the survival of a hooked and released shark and for obtaining accurate information.  The following are provided as guidelines to assist you in minimizing the risk of injury to yourself while maximizing the chances of survival of the shark. These objectives are best attained by leaving the shark in the water and the hook in the shark.

1. Plan your activities in advance.  Have your length estimating marks laid out on or alongside the boat, your identification guide ready, and your recording sheet prepared.  Know who is going to do what in the process of catching and releasing the shark and who will record the biological information.
2. Use non-stainless, low grade metal hooks.  These are much more likely to be shed than stainless steel hooks when left in the shark.  Do not use double or treble hooks.
3. Hooks should be barbless (file barb off or close barb with pliers or hammer it closed).  This will greatly increase the likelihood that a hook will be shed when left in the shark.
4. Larger, long shank hooks (12/0) should be used, as they are less likely to be swallowed.
5. The hook should be set quickly before it can be swallowed.  Gut-hooked sharks have a much lower chance of survival.
6. Do not “overfight” the shark.  Sharks fought to complete exhaustion have a much lower chance of survival.
7. Do not attempt to handle any part of the shark.  Use the leader to maneuver the shark for identification of species and sex and estimation of length, once it has calmed down.
8. Treat the shark gently.  Sharks are highly susceptible to internal injury.  Allow it some latitude to swim, avoid the use of restraining devices such as straps, tail ropes, gaffs, etc. and prevent the shark from thrashing against the boat.  Larger sharks are less likely to survive rough treatment.
9. Examine the shark for tags and remove and retain the tag if the shark has been tagged*.
10. Do not try to retrieve the hook. Cut the leader as close to the shark as possible.

11. Record the information in the Recreational Shark Fishing Summary Document promptly and completely.
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