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(Gumshoe scientist helps feds track gl'eat white poaching caper

BY DAVID FLESHLER
South Florida Sun-Sentinel

FORT LAUDERDALE, Fla.
he victims: 21 great
white sharks.

The evidence: A bag of
dried fins confiscated in
New York.

The investigator: A Florida sci-
entist who developed a technique
for rapidly identifying shark spe-
cies from their DNA.

Mahmood Shivji, a conserva-
tion biologist at Nova Southeast-
ern University, is helping federal
fishing enforcement agents make
their case against a New York sea-
food exporter accused of illegally
possessing the fins of protected
great white sharks.

Despite their sharp teeth and
fierce reputation, sharks have sus-
tained significant declines
around the world, largely be-
cause of the market in East Asia
for their fins.

In China, Malaysia and other
countries, shark fin soup is a deli-
cacy that can command prices of
$100 a bowl. With China’s eco-
nomic rise, demand for fins has
soared, supporting fisheries in
the United States and other coun-
tries.

The great white case began in
late 2003, when investigators
from the Nau'cmal Oceanic and At-
mospheric Administration confis-
cated about a ton of dried shark
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Dr. Mahmood Shivji, Director of the Guy Harvey Research Institute at
NOVA Southeastern University, sits next to frozen Bull Shark fins at the
NOVA Oceanographic Center in Danio Beach, Flu. Shivji and other
scientists have assisted federal investigators with identifying

confiscated shark fins.

fins from a New York seafood ex-
porter, according to an account re-
cently published in the journal
Conservation Genetics.

In one bag of fins labeled “por-
beagle,” a shark species that's

legal to catch, they found a hid-
den label that said “blanco,” Span-
ish for white.

Possession of great whites is il-
legal in the United States, with vi-
olators facing maximum fines of

$100,000 per count.

This case involves only posses-
sion of a protected species, not
the illegal practice of finning, in
which the fins are cut off a live
shark, which is tossed back, said
Mark Oswell, spokesman for
NOAA law enforcement.

Unable to determine the spe-
cies of the fins, investigators
turned to Shivji, director of
Nova's Guy Harvey Research In-
stitute, who had already helped
make about a dozen shark-viola-
tion cases against fishermen.

Shivji, whose original training
was in plant genetics, flew to New
York and went to NOAA’s office,
where they pulled bags of fins out
of a storage room. The bags con-
tained 84 fins belongmg to 21
sharks.

“Once the shark has been
caught and cut up into small body
parts, like fins or meat, it’s very
difficult to tell what species those
body parts came from, unless you
use some kind of genetic test,”
Shivji said.

“And we had developed that
kind of genetic test, to actually
identify a white shark’s body
parts."

Using separate, clean dispos-
able razors, Shivji took finger-
nail-sized samples of each right
pectoral fin.

He brought the samples to
Nova's laboratories near the inlet
to Port Everglades.

Using a technique that repli-
cates particular sections of DNA
millions of times, he and his grad-
uate students matched it to the
great white’s unique genetic
code.

And for the record, he ran the
porbeagle’s genetic code and
found it didn’t match.

“There are differences in the
DNA sequence between a white
shark, a shortfin mako, a porbea-
gle, a sandbar, a dusky shark
etc.” Shivji said.

“It’s just like there would be
DNA sequence differences be-
tween a human and a chimpanzee
and a baboon and an orangutan.”

Paul Raymond, special agent
with the National Oceanic and At-
mospheric Administration Office
of Law Enforcement, who co-au-
thored the paper in Conservation
Genetics, said he couldn’t release
the name of the exporter because
the a formal notice of violation
has not yet been filed.

He described the exporter as a
“major dealer.”

He said Shivji and his graduate
students provide “great reports”
that have not been challenged in
court.

Wildlife enforcement officers
have used DNA analysis to con-
vict people for poaching deer, sell-
ing the eggs of endangered sea
turtles and smuggling caviar.

Shivji adapted the technique to
sharks, and has figured out how
to test for up to 14 species at once.



