
Looking Out for 
Whalesharks after 
Environmental Disaster
The problem:
Whale sharks do most of their feeding on the surface 
of the ocean, which means oil spills like the BP 
Gulf of Mexico disaster in 2010 can be lethal for 
these already endangered animals. The whale sharks 
unwittingly gulp down the deadly oil, which sticks 
to their gill membranes and slowly suffocates them. 
The dispersants used by oil companies to ‘clean’ an oil 
spill are also lethal for whale sharks, causing internal 
damage and bleeding.
The whale shark’s size makes it particularly vulnerable 
to oil spills, as it has to consume vast quantities of 
smaller animals to survive. Even if each of these smaller 
animals only contains trace amounts of the toxic oil or 
the dispersant cocktail from an oil spill or a clean up, 
these traces accumulate to become a deadly cocktail 
within a whale shark’s body. No one knows just how 
many whale sharks have been killed by the oil spill in 
the Gulf of Mexico, but ominously reports are coming 
in of hardly any sightings of these majestic creatures 
at a time when they should be congregating for the 
mating season.

How you can help:
GET INVOLVED  Take your friends and family 
on a whale watch to see just how magnificent these 
animals can be in the wild.  
DONATE  Your gift could help us search for and 
tag more whale sharks in the Gulf of Mexico. To donate go 
to www.ifaw.org/donate or call us on 1-800-932-4329

Our solution:
The BP Gulf of Mexico spill was of such a magnitude 
and at such a depth that the ecological impacts are only 
unfolding slowly. IFAW teams in the Gulf of Mexico 
have been working to spot and tag whale sharks near the 
Deepwater Horizon wellhead site. With the authorities 
and vested interests claiming that the oil has successfully 
dispersed, we need proof to show how the whale sharks’ 
lives are being devastated by the huge spillage. 
We’re also leading basking shark photo-identification 
work on board the IFAW flagship, Song of the Whale. 
The more information and knowledge the scientific 
community can gather about these magnificent animals, 
the more we can push for changes in legislation to 
protect them from the deadly oil. We’re sharing this 
knowledge too, sponsoring the fist ever Arabian Whale 
Shark Symposium to let the authorities and the oil 
producers know that they have a responsibility to these 
kings of the sea. 
We also work with the International Whaling 
Commission (IWC) to protect whale sharks through 
international law. We have  
put forward recommendations  
to eliminate shark finning, 
when fishermen capture sharks 
and hack off their fins, then 
callously throw the fatally 
wounded sharks back into  
the water. 
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FAST FACTS  Whale sharks grow up to 
40 feet long, yet they feed on some of the ocean’s 
smallest creatures, including plankton, fish larvae and 
small crustaceans.
 Whenever an oil spillage occurs, oil makes its way 
through the food chain from plankton to the whale 
shark.

 The 2010 BP gulf disaster has had a devastating 
impact on marine life; as the spillage occurred at a 
depth of 5,000 feet, only a small percentage of the oil 
ever reached the surface to be skimmed. The dispersants used after an oil spill can damage 

the whale shark’s sensitive gill membranes and respiratory system. 
 Already on the endangered list, it is impossible to 
tell how many whale sharks are killed by oil spills as 
they sink upon death. 
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