
Mozambique Leopard Shark Study Offers 
Something Different to Research 

By FINSA reporter   23 July 2021 
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The endangered Zebra or leopard shark as it is commonly known. Photo: Marine 
Megafauna Foundation 

As the fight to conserve sharks and rays in Mozambique is stepped up, 
the identification of a leopard shark habitat is the topic of a new study 
recently completed. The study makes it clear the need for bold new 
protections. A spin-off is the Wildbook for Leopard Sharks, a global 
online database that allows scuba divers to submit their photos to 
support research around the world.  

Mozambique has announced some protection of marine species but this does 
not include the endangered zebra shark or leopard shark as it is commonly 

known. Scientists and conservationists are concerned about this and are 
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recommending species-level protection and expansion of marine protected 

areas to safeguard this – and other – species. 

Mozambique Marine Species Protection Welcomed 

Mozambique Strengthens Commitment to Combat IUU Fishing 

Multi-facet approach used to acquire data 

Marine Megafauna Foundation (MMF) in collaboration with Swansea University 
and All Out Africa, are behind the new study which reveals a key global hotspot 

and potential breeding area for the zebra shark. 

The study took the form of interviews with local fishermen to help identify 
potential zebra shark habitats, and underwater surveys with the help of scuba 

diver “citizen scientists” to track individual sharks and provide identification 

photographs. 

Trends identified from fisher interviews at two locations were compared to 

those collected using structured dive surveys. Both fisher interviews and 
structured surveys identified similar hotspot areas and temporal changes in 

the zebra shark population. 

Highlights 

Zebra sharks have unique spot patterns that can be used to identify individuals 
and track them over time. This contributed to being one of the highlights of 

the study which was that photo-identification revealed zebra shark return to 

the same site for up to eight consecutive years. 

Photos taken by scientists and recreational scuba divers between 2010 and 

2018 identified 90 individual sharks of both sexes. 38% of sharks were seen 
in multiple years, indicating an affinity for the area. Over 62% of the sharks 
were mature. The high frequency of both male and female adult sharks in a 

small area indicates a breeding area, which is a prime habitat for protection.  
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The information from underwater surveys created similar distribution maps 
and habitat modeling leading to another highlight which was that temperature 

and distance to shore influenced the distribution of zebra shark. 

This also helped to identify new possible hotspot locations that merit future 

underwater surveys. 

Given that the majority of the suitable zebra shark habitat identified in the 
study remains unprotected, co-author Anna Flam, an MMF scientist, says “this 
is one of the world’s largest identified populations of zebra sharks and we 

should protect them, otherwise, we could see them disappear, as has 

happened in parts of Southeast Asia.” 

A different approach to research 

Lead author, Saoirse Pottie, says using fishers’ observations and dive surveys 

complemented each other. 

“Fisher surveys can collect sightings information at a wider spatial scale than 

underwater surveys, yet dive surveys are capable of providing more in-depth 

information on the movement and behavior of individuals.” 

The authors hope to inspire other researchers working in data-deficient 

locations. 

“This approach could be applied in other regions to highlight areas of interest, 

prioritise research activities, and inform conservation actions. 

“The inclusion of local knowledge also provides an opportunity to enrich our 
understanding of social-ecological systems, engage local communities, and 

make environmental decisions that are more inclusive,” continues Pottie.  

                                                            ………………………………………. 


