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Up to 73 Million Sharks Are Killed Annually for the
Global Shark Fin Trade'—
At an Unknown Cost to the Ecosystem

Sharks have been an essential part of the marine
environment for the last 400 million years. Like
lions, tigers and wolves, sharks maintain healthy,
balanced ecosystems by serving the function of
top predator. With the oceans covering
approximately 70 percent of the Earth’s surface,
sharks are arguably one of the most important
predators on the planet.

Sharks and other top predators maintain a
balance among species below them. Studies
show that when these predators decline in
numbers, populations of their prey increase,
which in turn feed on species lower down the
food chain.” Besides balancing the food web,
predators also promote ecosystem diversity by
eating competitively dominant prey, thereby
enabling the existence of less competitive species
as well.?

Wolves in Yellowstone National Park illustrate
the importance of a top predator. When they
were eradicated from the park in the early 1900s,
elk populations burgeoned. Unchecked numbers
of elk grazed on aspen trees, decimating an
important species that provided habitat for
songbirds and beaver and prevented erosion
along streams and river banks. As aspens
disappeared, the park’s ecosystem deteriorated
until wolves were reintroduced in the mid-1990s.
Aspen stands recovered and with them the
species they supported.

Currently, over one million sharks are killed each
week, putting the health of our oceans at risk.
Some shark species in U.S. waters have declined
by as much as 80 percent since the 1970s,* and
scientists are concerned that in some areas
species of large sharks may be functionally
extinct, unable to perform their predatory role in
the ecosystem.

Although the effects of removing sharks are
complex and difficult to predict, scientists warn
that the consequences are likely to be broad and
cascading. For example, in one case study from
the tropics, the depletion of tiger sharks resulted
in a decline in tuna. Some might expect an
increase in tuna with the removal of this
predator, but in this case tuna populations had
previously thrived because sharks were keeping
other predators in check.’

Help preserve the essential role of sharks and the
health of our marine ecosystems by supporting the
Shark Conservation Act of 2009 (S. 850).
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