
Sharks

oceanscape.aquarium.org

of the Great Barrier Reef
Produced in cooperation with the
Australian Institute of Marine Science



Imagine a coral reef system so large that it can be seen from space. If you can do that, then you have 
some idea of the size of the Great Barrier Reef. Located off the northeast coast of Australia (see red arrow 
on the map below), this massive collection of marine ecosystems includes almost 3,000 individual reefs 
and 900 islands covering an area of approximately 133,000 square miles (344,400 square km). The 
combined area of the reef is approximately 36% larger than the state of Oregon. That means the reef 
would cover all of Oregon and a large part of northern California as well!

The abundance of life in tropical reef systems means they are a prime hunting ground for sharks of all 
kinds. This packet provides illustrations and natural history information on some of the more common 
shark species found on the Great Barrier Reef. For more information on this topic, see the Oceanscape 
Network’s “Tracking Sharks on the Great Barrier” reef by visiting oceanscape.aquarium.org. 

About the Great Barrier Reef
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Weasel sharks belong to the largest group of sharks in the world (ground sharks or Carcharhiniformes), 
who are all distinguished by the presence of a nictitating membrane (a third eyelid that can be drawn 
across the eye for protection but still allows the animal to see), two dorsal fins, and a single anal fin.

The Australian weasel shark is a common ground shark found mostly in the waters to the north of 
Australia. They have slender bodies and a drab grey coloring with sickle-shaped fins. The tips of the fins 
are much darker than the rest. There is a prominent lateral line which runs from the shark’s gills to the 
base of its tail. They feed primarily on octopuses and other cephalopods and are harmless to human 
beings.

The weasel shark is a prolific species, with females giving birth to as many as eighteen live young at a 
time. The six month gestation period is also much shorter than other sharks. Both of these factors have 
made it a more resilient species in a part of the ocean where sharks are often imperiled. 

Range and Habitat:
Weasel sharks start out their lives living on the sandy ocean floor or in sea grass beds along the 
continental shelf and inshore bays. As they age, they will transition to coral reefs. They generally will not 
be found any deeper than 170 m (558 feet). 

Status of Conservation:
The weasel shark is an occasional victim of by-catch for commercial fisheries in the southern Pacific. 
Thanks to protective regulations and monitoring, along with the shark’s fast reproductive rate, the 
International Union of Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources considers it a species of “least 
concern.”

Australian weasel shark
Hemigaleus australiensis
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The blacktip reef shark is a common, recognizable species associated with reefs in tropical and sub-
tropical areas of the ocean. They have what most people would consider a classic shark silhouette — one 
that tapers at both ends (also known as a fusiform body) with a pointed snout, triangular fins and long gill 
slits. The shark’s body is generally dark grey along the back with a lighter colored belly. This “countershad-
ing” is common in many fish and helps to camouflage them against the dark water when seen from above 
or against the sunshine when seen from below. As the shark’s name suggests, the tips of the pectoral, 
dorsal, pelvic and caudal fins are black. A typical adult measures just over 5 feet (1.5 m). 

Although these sharks generally do not present any threat to people, attacks have been recorded 
during “feeding frenzies,” an aggressive group attack on prey by a number of sharks. Frenzies usually 
occur when a predator is overwhelmed by the number of prey available or stimulated by excessive noise 
or movement in the water. This may create a crazed reaction where the shark bites at anything that 
moves. This shark’s normal diets consist of fish, crustaceans, cephalopods and mollusks. 

Range and Habitat:
This shark has an extremely wide range and can be found in tropical and subtropical waters all over the 
world. It prefers shallower waters of no more than 100 feet (30.48 m) and can live in murky waters with 
low salinity such as in estuaries and mangrove swamps. They will hunt around reefs and along the 
continental shelf, the submerged edge of a continent where the sea is relatively shallow compared to the 
open ocean.

Status of Conservation:
Near threatened. Aside from the issues facing many shark species — loss of habitat, competition for food 
sources and changing ocean conditions due to climate change — this shark’s numbers are dwindling as it 
is actively hunted in certain parts of the world. Commercial markets for the shark’s fins, liver oil, skin and 
meat have taken their toll. Combined with this species slow reproductive rate, scientists are worried that 
the blacktip reef shark’s population may be in serious danger in the years ahead.

Blacktip reef shark
Carcharhinus melanopterus
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The bull shark is a large apex predator. They are stout-bodied animals with adults typically measuring 
between 7 and 9 feet (2.13 to 2.74 m) in length and weighing over 200 lbs. (90.7 kg). The body is dark 
gray on top and white on the belly. There are two dorsal fins with the second being smaller. The head is 
pointed with a small snout.

Unlike most sharks, the bull shark can survive for long periods of time in brackish or even freshwater and 
have been found in rivers and lakes miles from the open ocean. Although there are few recorded 
interactions between people and bull sharks in freshwater, some notable attacks have taken place in 
waters where shark activity would never be expected. This species is thought to have been responsible 
for the famous “New Jersey shore attacks” of 1916, which culminated in five deaths that partially inspired 
the book JAWS. 

Although researchers believe bull sharks may be responsible for the majority of near-shore bites on 
humans, we are in no way part of their natural diet. Most bull shark attacks may be a case of mistaken 
identity where the fish cannot see clearly in the murky water so it uses a bump-and-bite technique to 
identify potential prey. Due to the shark’s tremendous bite force, however, an exploratory bite may cause 
extreme injury or death. Its preferred diet consists of bony fish, turtles, birds, dolphins, crustaceans, 
chinoderms and other sharks.

Range and Habitat:
Bull sharks are found all over the world in coastal waters and occasionally in freshwater. They prefer 
murky water which makes it easier for them to ambush their prey.

Status of Conservation:
Near threatened. Aside from the issues facing many shark species — loss of habitat, competition for food 
sources and changing ocean conditions due to climate change — this shark’s numbers are dwindling as it 
is actively hunted in certain parts of the world. Recent studies have shown that their population worldwide 
has dropped significantly in recent decades.

Bull shark
Carcharhinus leucas
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This is the largest species of hammerhead shark in the world. This shark can reach a maximum length of 
20 feet (6.1 m) and weigh up to 510 lbs. (230 kg). Their bodies are strong and slender with sickle-shaped 
fins. The upper part of the body is usually dark brown, grey or olive colored. The belly is white.

The distinctive head, or cephalofoil, has a nearly straight front margin, which is distinctive from other spe-
cies, such as the scalloped hammerhead shark. Scientist believe the unique head shape is an 
adaptation that allows hammerhead sharks to hit and stun stingrays, one of it preferred prey. The head 
also functions as a hydrofoil, which allows the shark to make quick, tight maneuvers. Other food sources 
include bony fishes, other sharks, crustaceans and cephalopods. Great hammerheads usually swim and 
hunt alone and are a very capable apex predator. 

These sharks have often appeared curious around SCUBA divers but bites are extremely rare. 

Range and Habitat:
These sharks are found in tropical waters around the world. They prefer shallow, inland waters along the 
continental shelf, islands and lagoons. 

Status of Conservation:
Endangered. Because of its very large fins, the great hammerhead is heavily hunted for use in Asian 
shark fin soup. Worldwide, its numbers continue to decline and it is currently considered a “high risk” 
species for extinction by the International Union of Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources.

Great hammerhead shark
Sphyrna mokarran
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These agile sharks are some of the most common found in coral reef systems throughout the South 
Pacific. The shark can be identified by its streamlined body, blunt snout and large, dark eyes. They are 
usually grey or greyish-brown in color with a pale belly. Because they spend most of their time close to the 
water’s surface, they can often tan to a much darker grey color. The tips of their pectoral, pelvic, second 
dorsal, and anal fins are black. 

Grey reef sharks will often hunt in groups of up to twenty individuals and tend to stay close to the same 
reefs throughout their lives. Their diet consists mostly of fishes, cephalopods and crustaceans.

Range and Habitat:
A common species throughout the southern Pacific and Indian Oceans, the grey reef shark can be found 
in shallow, coastal waters from the coast of South Africa east to Rapanui (Easter Island). As their name 
suggests, they congregate around coral reefs and sometimes venture into lagoons. They prefer the upper, 
sun-lit portion of the water column but have been known to dive as deep as 3,300 feet (1,000 m). 

Status of Conservation:
Near threatened. Currently, the grey reef shark is one of the most common sharks on tropical reef 
systems, along with the blacktip reef shark (C. melanopterus) and the whitetip reef shark (Triaenodon 
obesus), but their numbers have been steadily declining. 

Grey reef shark
Carcharhinus amblyrhynchos



Scalloped hammerhead sharks have sleek, slender bodies, which are typically grey in color. This is a 
smaller species than the great hammerhead and is named for the wavy scallops on the front of its head 
(also known as a cephalofoil). The eyes and nostrils are located at the ends of the cephalofoil. Adult males 
may reach a length of 6 feet (1.8 m) and females can reach over 8 feet (2.43 m).

Scientists are still studying this shark’s reproductive cycle. It is likely that females can give live birth to at 
least once a year, producing up to 30 pups. Scalloped hammerheads often use nursery areas for their 
young where the adults aren’t present. It is assumed use of nursery areas stop pups being eaten by adults 
of their species. 

Unlike the great hammerhead, it is common to find these fish swimming together, even in schools 
numbering hundreds of individuals. Schooling behavior appears to be related to hunting with younger, less 
experienced sharks staying at the top of the school while learning from older sharks. Because of their very 
high metabolic rate, a scalloped hammerhead needs to eat almost constantly and may starve quickly if it 
does not.

Range and Habitat:
coastline during the day and will retreat further out to sea at night to hunt cephalopods, sardines, mackerel 
and herring. They may occasionally take another shark, too. They generally do not dive deeper than 1,600 
feet (500 m). 

Status of Conservation:
This species is endangered around the world. Hammerheads are still victims of “finning,” a harvesting 
practice where the fins are cut off the live shark and sold in Asian food markets. Although finning is illegal 
in Australian waters, it continues in other parts of the Pacific, and along with diminishing food sources and 
habitat destruction, contributes to the shark’s declining population.

Scalloped hammerhead shark
Sphyrna lewini

oceanscape.aquarium.org | aims.gov.au  7



This is a powerful apex predator, or a predator which resides at the top of the food chain with few or no 
natural predators of its own. It is related to the bull shark and blacktip reef shark. At first glance, it 
resembles a large grey reef shark but has distinctive white markings on the tips of its fins. It has a blunt 
snout and large eyes. The body is typically a blue-grey with a white belly. 

The shark feeds mostly on bony fishes which congregate around reefs, rays and cephalopods. Its mouth 
is filled with up to fourteen rows of teeth on each jaw. The teeth are triangular in shape with serrated 
edges that aid the shark in biting into prey animals. Due to its size and aggression, it can easily attack and 
kill other sharks that stray into its territory. They are even known to attack members of their own species.

Like similar species, silvertips are viviparous or give birth to live young. Females birth up to eleven 
individuals at a time after gestating for nearly a year, then waiting a year before breeding again. Young 
sharks receive little to no care from their parents but will stay in safer, shallower waters until mature. 

Range and Habitat:
The silvertip shark can be found in various unconnected tropical areas of the Indian and Pacific Oceans. 
They prefer the sheltered waters around islands, continental shelves and coral reefs down to a depth of 
approximately 2,600 feet (800 m). 

Status of Conservation:
Vulnerable. Commercial markets for the silvertip exist throughout the south Pacific and Asian waters and 
they are often hunted for their fins for shark fin soup. Their meat, teeth and jaws are sold in mostly Asian 
markets. Due to their slow reproductive rate and tendency to stay in a defined area, they are highly 
susceptible to over-harvesting.

Silvertip shark
Carcharhinus albimarginatus

oceanscape.aquarium.org | aims.gov.au  8



The tiger shark is a macropredator, or a predator which is considerably larger in size than its prey and 
has special adaptations for hunting and killing. The shark lives in warm climates throughout the world’s 
oceans. The largest specimens are known to exceed 18 feet in length (5.5 m) and weigh up to 2 tons 
(2,000 kg). Its large head, blunt nose and distinctive tiger-like stripes are its most distinguishing features, 
although the latter will fade as the animal ages.

The tiger shark is a generalist, which means it can thrive in a wide variety of environments because it can 
easily adapt to changing conditions and make use of different resources, Its diverse diet consists of fish, 
birds, marine mammals and even other sharks. Its serrated teeth and powerful jaws also enable it to crush 
the shells of sea turtles.

Although a skilled predator, the tiger shark is not above scavenging for a meal when the opportunity 
presents itself. In fact, the shark’s appetite and practice of swallowing items whole often results in it 
consuming marine debris, with everything from license plates to rubber tires being found in the stomachs 
of some specimens. Its non-discriminating appetite has also earned the tiger shark the reputation as a 
“man-eater.” It is second only to the great white shark for known attacks on humans, although the risk of 
being injured by any shark is incredibly small. In fact, people are much more likely to be injured in house-
hold accidents than by any kind of shark. 

Range and Habitat:
The tiger shark is wide ranging and can be found in tropical and subtropical waters throughout the world. 
It is particularly common in the western end of the Pacific Ocean near islands and reefs. The shark can 
also be found in the Caribbean Sea, Indian Ocean, and the Atlantic Ocean along the coasts of Africa and 
South America. The shark is common around coral reefs and has been known to travel widely in search of 
prey, including into nearshore waters as shallow as 10 feet (3 m).

Status of Conservation:
Like many shark species, the tiger shark reproduces and matures slowly. These factors can lead to a 
sharp decline in a shark’s population if not properly managed. Due to general overharvesting by fishing in 
much of its range, the tiger shark currently has a near-threatened status.  

Tiger shark
Galeocerdo cuvier
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