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	Sharks in Hawaii
26 November 2006


What is the likelihood of being attacked by a shark in the waters of Hawaii?  In 2005, 7.4 million visitors visited the islands (along with us 1.3 million residents) and there were just five shark attacks in Hawaii, four off Maui and one off Oahu. So far in 2006 there have been only two confirmed attacks.  The last fatal shark attack in the Islands occurred April 7, 2004, when a surfer was killed off Kahana in West Maui.  Since 1990 the recorded number of shark attacks has ranged from one to six. Since World War II, the number of visitors to Hawaii has steadily increased each decade. More visitors mean more people in the water, which increases the possibility of attacks.  Since they started keeping records in 1828, there have only been 104 shark attacks in the Hawaiian Islands, of which 15 resulted in death.  Far more people die each year of drowning than are injured as a result of a shark attacks. The waters of Hawaii are very unpredictable. Currents and wave heights vary from day to day.  There is an average of 60 people who die each year by drowning in Hawaii.  
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Maui
32

3

2004

Oahu
29

6

1992

Kauai
18

2

1986

Hawaii
12
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1963

Molokai
5

0

General
8

0

HAWAII
104
15
2004



Since the year 2000, there have only been nine fatal shark attacks in the United States.  Three of these were in Florida (two Bull sharks and one Tiger shark), two in California (both were Great White sharks) and Hawaii (both were Tiger sharks), and one in North Carolina (either a Tiger or Bull shark) and Virginia (a Bull shark).

Out of more than 360 species, only four are considered dangerous to humans: the Great White, Tiger, Oceanic Whitetip and Bull sharks.  On average, there are about 100 shark attacks each year in the World and only 10 of those resulted in a human death.  People kill thousands of sharks in a year for sport and for food. Not all sharks are fierce carnivores.  Some are quite harmless.  Oddly enough, the most harmless sharks tend to be the largest!  The basking shark, the whale shark and the megamouth sharks all fit this description. 
In some form, sharks have been around for about 400 million years.  Even before dinosaurs roamed the earth, sharks hunted through the oceans.  They're such good survivors that they've had little need to evolve in the last 150 million years.  Sharks have the most powerful jaws on the planet.  Unlike most animals' jaws, both the sharks' upper and lower jaws move.  A shark bites with its lower jaw first and then its upper.  It tosses its head back and forth to tear loose a piece of meat which it swallows whole. A shark may grow and use over 20,000 teeth in its lifetime!  Sharks never run out of teeth.  If one is lost, another spins forward from the rows and rows of backup teeth.  Almost all sharks are "carnivores" or meat eaters.  The teeth of the carnivores are sharp and pointy.  They live on a diet of fish and sea mammals (like dolphins and seals) and even such prey as turtles and seagulls.  Sharks even eat other sharks.  For example, a tiger shark might eat a bull shark, a bull shark might eat a blacktip shark and a blacktip shark might eat a dogfish shark. 
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There are about 40 species of sharks that can be found in Hawaiian waters.  These sharks range in size from the deep-water Pygmy shark (about 8 inches) to the Whale shark (up to 50 feet).  The most frequently encountered sharks seen near shore are the Sandbar, Reef Whitetip, Hammerhead, and the Tiger shark.  Great White sharks are rarely seen in Hawaii.  Although the inshore sharks feed primarily on fish, they actually improve fish populations by removing sick and injured fish, leaving the healthiest to reproduce.  Sharks can detect sounds and smells from prey at great distance (over two miles).  Their eyesight is good, but depends greatly on the water clarity.  Sharks swim at an average speed of 5 mph but speed up to 12 mph when feeding or attacking.  Baby sharks are called pups.  The Tiger shark, that averages 10-14 feet in length and weigh between 850 and 1400 pounds, is the most dangerous shark in Hawaiian waters.    
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Although shark attacks are very rare, it still helps to heed these safety tips: Don’t swim or surf alone. Stay out of the water at dusk, dawn and night. Don’t go into the water if you have open wounds or are bleeding. Avoid areas with murky waters. Don’t wear high-contrast clothing or shiny jewelry. Refrain from excessive splashing. Stay away from dead animals or animals in distress in the water. If you encounter a shark, leave the water quickly but calmly.
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Probably the most famous shark attack in recent years happened to 13 year old surfing prodigy Bethany Hamilton.  The attack occurred on October 21, 2003 while she was lying on her surfboard in the waters off Makua Beach on Kauai’s North Shore waiting for another set of waves.  A 12 foot Tiger shark bit her left arm off and then swam away.  Bethany remained calm and managed to make it to shore where she received help.  This life-changing experience hasn’t prevented her from pursuing her dreams. Just 10 weeks after the attack, Hamilton was back in the ocean and placed fifth at a National Scholastic Surfing Association tournament on the Big Island.
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When seen from below, swimmers and surfboarders are perhaps mistaken for the fat bodies of sea turtles–a favorite treat for sharks. Splashing creates irregular ripples in the water below, which entice the shark to attack an apparently injured animal.
The shark in Hawai'i is more than just a ferocious ocean predator or ominous threat to surfers and swimmers. Here, the shark, or mano, is woven in the fabric of Native Hawaiian culture and history.  Some early Hawaiians worshiped, cared for and protected sharks as 'aumakua, or family gods, while many others viewed sharks an important source of food and tools. According to Hawaiian legend, each island has its own shark god. Ancient (and some modern) Hawaiians believed they had a spiritual connection to their environment. They believed that the spirits of their ancestors came back to protect them. 
Let’s recap some of the things we have learned about sharks in Hawaii.  First of all, remember that shark attacks are extremely rare.  You have a better chance of getting hit by lightening standing on the shore than getting attacked by a shark in the ocean.  The most dangerous thing you have to worry about when going into the ocean is drowning.  Hawaii averages about two shark attacks every year versus an average of 60 drownings.  Sharks have been swimming around in our oceans for 400 million years – a lot longer than the time us humans have been here on earth.  The ocean is the shark’s home – not ours.  So, when some unlucky person gets attacked by some near-sighted shark who thinks he has found a delicious fat seal or turtle meal, don’t holler for the elimination of all sharks.  And for heavens sakes, don’t watch reruns of Jaws before going into the ocean!  
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