
Drop in Great White Shark Numbers Due to the Orca 
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Great white shark populations are in decline. They are a protected species in South 
Africa, but they are migratory and travel vast distances. 

Great White Sharks have been avoiding certain areas of the Western Cape coastline, especially the 

Gansbaai area, for fear of being hunted by Orca. Bronze Whaler Sharks and Cape Fur Seals are 

moving into this space as neither are any longer threatened by the Great Whites which hunt them. 

This imbalance in the ocean system is possibly one of the reasons for declining African Penguin 

numbers and the small pelagic fish they feed on. 

Alison Towner, a Senior White Shark Biologist, at the Dyer Island Conservation Trust, 
doesn’t have all the answers and she is still connecting the dots. She is however certain 
that the declining number of Great White Sharks in some Western Cape bays, and the 
corresponding increase in Orca (Killer Whales) is because the Orca are driving large 
numbers of Great White sharks from their natural aggregation sites. 

Towner has spent the past five and a half years researching this phenomenon. Using 
long-term sightings and tagging data, she confirms that since 2017, 14 sharks have 
been tracked fleeing the areas when the Orcas were present. Visual sightings dropped 
dramatically too. 
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In addition, over the same period eight Great White Shark carcasses have washed up, 
with their livers removed and in some cases their hearts too. Towner notes that their 
wounds are distinctive, pointing to the likelihood that it was the same pair of Orcas who 
very possibly have killed more. 

A recent example 

The most recent incident was on 20 June when a stranded white shark, Carcharodon 
carcharias was reported in from Die Dam area of the Overberg, The animal, a deceased 
subadult 2.94cm TL female specimen, was torn open at the pectoral girdle. 

According to the report, the shark had what appeared to be killer whale tooth 
impressions visible on the caudal fin. There’s a lot of other information in the report 
but on cutting the ventral flesh open, the sharks liver and the heart were confirmed to 
be missing. The stomach contents contained one subadult Cape fur seal Arctocephalus 
pusillus weighing 8.65kg. 

It also had a Domier dart head from an old acoustic tag imbedded in the musculature 
at the left side of its dorsal fin base. Towner suspects this to be an animal they tagged 
in Mossel bay two years ago, but due to the degraded condition of the dorsal fin, and 
complete lack of tag or tether, it is not possible to verify. 

No Great Whites at Gansbaai 

Towner, whose latest research was published in the African Journal of Marine 
Science last week, says: “Initially, following an Orca attack in Gansbaai, individual 
Great White Sharks did not appear for weeks or months. 

“What we seem to be witnessing though is a large-scale avoidance (rather than a fine-
scale) strategy, mirroring what we see used by wild dogs in the Serengeti in Tanzania, 
in response to increased lion presence. The more the Orcas frequent these sites, the 
longer the Great White Sharks stay away. 

“The research is particularly important, as by determining how large marine predators 
respond to risk, we can understand the dynamics of coexistence with other predator 
communities,” she says. 
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“These dynamics may also dictate the interactions between competitors or intra-guild 
predator/prey relationship,” she adds. 

Towner notes that prior to these predations on the Great Whites, there were only two 
instances since data collection began in Gansbaai where they were absent for a week 
or more. There was one week in 2007, and three weeks in 2016. 

Changes in the ocean ecosystem 

Of interest is that this is altering the ocean ecosystem. “It has triggered the emergence 
of a new macropredator to the area, the Bronze Whaler Shark – which is known to be 
eaten by the Great White Shark,” she explains. 

“These Bronze Whalers are also being attacked by the Orcas, who are indicating a level 
of experience and skill in hunting large sharks.” 

“However, balance is crucial in marine ecosystems, for example, with no Great White 
Sharks restricting Cape Fur seal behavior, the seals can predate on critically 
endangered African Penguins, or compete for the small pelagic fish they eat. 

“That’s a top -down impact. We also have ‘bottom up’ trophic pressures from extensive 
removal of Abalone, which graze the kelp forests these species are all connected 
through. 

“To put it simply, although this is a hypothesis for now, there is only so much pressure 
an ecosystem can take, and the impacts of Orcas removing sharks, are likely far wider-
reaching.” 

Source: Dyer Island Conservation Trust 

For more about this subject read: 

Letter. The Great White Shark Mystery – I Think Not! 

Up Close and Personal. The Great White Shark Mystery 
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Shark Study. Genetic Research Sheds Light on Managing Local Species 
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