Sharks and Human Interaction: A 2024 Overview

Sharks have long captivated human curiosity, simultaneously inspiring awe and fear.
While these ocean predators are vital to marine ecosystems, their interactions with
humans are often misunderstood, leading to misconceptions about their behaviour and
impact. As of 2024, advancements in marine research have provided more insight into
shark life and the nature of human-shark encounters, illuminating the true dynamics of
this relationship.

Shark Population and Behaviour

Sharks are an ancient species, with some of their earliest ancestors dating back over
400 million years. As of 2024, there are over 500 known species of sharks, ranging from
the tiny dwarf lantern shark (only about 8 inches long) to the gigantic whale shark, which
can grow over 40 feet. Sharks play a crucial role in maintaining the balance of marine
ecosystems by controlling the populations of other fish and marine life.

However, despite their importance, many shark species are under threat due to human
activities. Overfishing, habitat destruction, and climate change have significantly
reduced shark populations. According to the International Union for Conservation of
Nature (IUCN), one-third of shark and ray species are now threatened with extinction. A
2021 study by Nature revealed that global shark and ray populations had declined by
71% since 1970 due to overfishing. This decline has continued into 2024, with
conservation efforts struggling to keep pace with the demand for shark fins, meat, and
other products.

Human-Shark Encounters: Separating Fact from Fiction

Shark attacks on humans are often sensationalized by the media, fuelling an
exaggerated perception of danger. In reality, shark attacks are exceedingly rare.
According to the International Shark Attack File (ISAF), there were only 57 unprovoked
shark attacks globally in 2022, with 5 fatalities. In comparison, millions of people swim,
surf, and dive in shark-inhabited waters each year, making the risk of an encounter
extremely low. Statistically, you are more likely to be struck by lightning than to be bitten
by a shark.

Most shark species are not a threat to humans, and those that are, like the great white,
tiger, and bull sharks, generally do not seek out human prey. When attacks do occur,
they are often cases of mistaken identity, where the shark confuses a human for its
usual prey, such as seals or fish. Advances in tracking and research technologies, such
as drone surveillance and satellite tagging, have helped scientists better understand
shark behaviour and improve public safety. Shark attacks are more likely to occurin
specific conditions, such as in murky water or during times when prey is abundant, but
new tools allow for better monitoring and prevention.

Conservation Efforts and Human Responsibility

Conservation of shark populations has become increasingly important as their
numbers continue to decline. Many governments and international organizations have
taken steps to protect sharks through fishing regulations, marine sanctuaries, and bans
on shark finning, a practice responsible for killing millions of sharks annually. In 2024,



about 180 countries have signed on to international agreements aimed at reducing
illegal and unregulated fishing practices that target sharks.

Efforts like "shark tourism," where people can safely observe sharks in their natural
habitats, have also gained popularity, helping to raise awareness and fund conservation
initiatives. Despite these efforts, sharks still face significant threats, particularly in
regions where enforcement of protective measures is weak or non-existent.

Key Points to Remember:

+ Shark Population Decline: By 2024, shark populations have continued to
decline, with one-third of species threatened with extinction, largely due to
overfishing and habitat destruction.

e Rare Shark Attacks: Human-shark encounters are extremely rare, with only 57
unprovoked attacks and 5 fatalities in 2022.

« Conservation Efforts: International agreements, stricter fishing regulations, and
bans on shark finning are critical to the survival of sharks.

¢ New Technologies: Advances like satellite tagging and drone surveillance have
improved our understanding of shark behaviour, reducing human-shark conflicts
and promoting safer coexistence.

¢ Ecological Importance: Sharks play a vital role in marine ecosystems, keeping
prey populations in check and contributing to ocean health.

As humans continue to encroach on shark habitats, understanding and protecting these
ancient predators is more important than ever. By fostering a balance between human
activities and shark conservation, we can ensure that both species coexist safely and
sustainably in the years to come.



