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The raggedtooth shark, Carcharias taurus, is a cosmopolitan, coastal lamniform shark, which 

is threatened by overexploitation in parts of its range. Return migrations of C. taurus females 

to specific nursery areas suggest that they exhibit reproductive philopatry or more specifically, 

natal philopatry, i.e. the return to the natal area to reproduce. Over time, this behaviour might 

lead to genetically isolated subpopulations over various spatial scales. In this study, a 

combination of tag-recapture data collected over a 34-year period and genetic data from two 

mitochondrial genes and 12 microsatellite markers was used to investigate this hypothesis. 

Comparing the smallest (≤1.4m total length) versus the largest individuals (>1.4m <1.8m total 

length) of young sharks, revealed a pattern of size-related genetic differentiation between 

nurseries that was only found in the smaller size class. This not only confirms reproductive 

philopatry of their mothers but is also in line with observations obtained from the available tag-

recapture data. Juveniles of different age use their nursery habitat differently with individuals 

of the small size class remaining almost stationary in their specific area, whereas larger 

juveniles disperse more widely. These results highlight the need to target young-of-the-year 

for genetic studies in order to exclude roaming individuals that obscure size-related signals of 

genetic differentiation by moving between sites. Despite undertaking large-scale migrations 

with increasing age, C. taurus displays a remarkable high degree of site fidelity with 57% of 

all recaptures reported within 25 km of the original tagging location. Moreover, residency and 

site fidelity of young-of-the-year and juvenile sharks in False Bay and Cape Agulhas, Western 

Cape, indicate the possible existence of additional nursery areas. The results from this study 

have crucial implications for the management and conservation of C. taurus in South Africa 

and elsewhere. As many nursery areas as possible should be protected to ensure that the number 

of locally resident juveniles and the pool of the returning females remain stable in the long 

term. This may warrant protected areas, or time-area closures, prohibiting exploitation in the 

nursery areas during pupping season. 

 


