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Background: The Southwest Indian Ocean (SWIO) region is a global hotspot for 

chondrichthyan biodiversity. However, the status of sharks and rays is poorly understood in 

the region and there is generally little regulation and monitoring of fishing for sharks and rays, 

particularly in small-scale fisheries. Tanzania landed the second highest shark catch of the 

SWIO countries, between 2003 and 2012, making it a significant source of impact on remaining 

shark and ray populations. No population or stock assessments have been done, but studies 

report up to 26 species of sharks, including threatened species such as whale sharks and 

guitarfishes caught in the fisheries. Small-scale and artisanal shark fisheries are an essential 

resource for fishing communities in Tanzania as a food source and a significant source of 

income from the sale of fins. Tanzania has limited legislation in place to govern exploitation, 

trade, management or conservation of sharks and rays, and there are no licensing requirements 

for shark and ray fishers and vessels. This study used market surveys to determine the 

composition of chondrichthyan species landed and to indicate the intensity of artisanal shark 

and ray targeted fisheries in Zanzibar.   

 

Methods: Surveys were conducted at two key landing sites, Malindi and Mkokotoni, and two 

fish markets, Darijani and Mazizini, on Unguja Island, Zanzibar, from July 2017 to January 

2019, totaling 363 survey days. Each specimen was recorded using a unique fish identification 

code. Biological data including total length, fork length, sex, and maturity were recorded for 

sharks. Disc length, disk width, sex, and maturity were recorded for rays. All specimens were 

photographed to verify species. Daily market data were recorded, including an estimation of 

fishing pressure targeting sharks, the market price for chondrichthyan species, names and 

details of shark auctioneers, and quantity of additional processed shark and rays not included 

in the survey.   

 

Results: In total, 6 749 sharks and rays were recorded during the study period. Rays accounted 

for 80%, with 17 species identified, whereas sharks accounted for 20% with 29 species 

identified. According to IUCN classification, 60% of ray and 38% of shark species recorded 
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are designated as threatened, while 73% of ray and 34% of shark species identified have 

decreasing population trends. Shark landings were dominated by three species, the sliteye shark 

(Loxodon macrorhinus, 21%), spottail shark (Carcharhinus sorrah, 12%) and silky shark (C. 

falciformis, 7%). Scalloped hammerhead sharks (Sphyrna lewini), listed as endangered 

according to IUCN, accounted for 3%. Three shark species recorded have not previously been 

recorded in Tanzania, with one new distribution record for the Western Indian Ocean. Landings 

of rays were dominated by three species, Jenkins’ whipray (Pateobatis jenkinsii, 40%), 

bluespotted maskray (Neotrygon caeruleopunctata, 22%) and Reticulate whipray (Himantura 

uarnak, 12%). Ornate eagle rays (Aetomylaeus vespertilio) and giant manta rays (Mobula 

birostris), both categorized as endangered by IUCN, were also recorded, as well as 103 

specimens (2% of total ray catch) of whitespotted wedgefish (Rhynchobatus djiddensis), 

classified as vulnerable by IUCN.  

 

Conclusion: This research project provides the first comprehensive survey of Chondrichthyan 

landings, identified to species level, in Tanzania. The results highlight clear gaps in scientific 

knowledge regarding species distributions, diversity, population trends and abundance and 

show an urgent need to enhance and expand species-level data capture. In addition to the three 

new distribution records for Tanzania and due to the current taxonomic review of some ray 

species, it is possible that one or more new species, some of which may be unique or endemic 

to Tanzania, may be recorded. Chondrichthyan data have limited input in national catch 

assessments used for fisheries management, yet sharks and rays are targeted by artisanal fishers 

throughout Tanzania due to the high domestic demand for their meat, and the high value of 

their fins. The results of this project will assist the Government of the United Republic of 

Tanzania to develop guiding policy documents for shark and ray management. Such guiding 

policy could become the framework for the development of a national plan of action for sharks 

and rays in Tanzania, which would, in turn, contribute to a SWIO regional plan of action for 

chondrichthyan management and conservation.  

 


