
Advice to the Minister for the Environment, Heritage and the Arts from the 
Threatened Species Scientific Committee (the Committee) on 

Amendments to the list of Threatened Species 
under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) 

 

1. Scientific name (common name) 

Galeorhinus galeus (School Shark) 

This species is also known as Tope and Soupfin Shark. 

 

2. Reason for Conservation Assessment by the Committee 

This advice follows assessment of information provided by a public nomination to list the 
School Shark. 

This is the Committee’s first consideration of the species under the EPBC Act. 

 

3. Summary of Conclusion 

The Committee judges that the species has been demonstrated to have met sufficient elements 
of Criterion 1 to make it eligible for listing as endangered, and has also been demonstrated to 
have met the requirements of section 179(6)(b) of the EPBC Act to be eligible for listing as 
conservation dependent. 

The Committee judges that the most appropriate category of listing for School Shark is 
conservation dependent. 

 

4.  Taxonomy 

The species is conventionally accepted as Galeorhinus galeus (School Shark) 
(Linnaeus, 1758). 

 

5.  Description 

The School Shark is a slender bronzy-grey coloured member of the Family Triakidae (hound 
sharks).  It has a distinguishing large lobe on its tail giving it a ‘double-tailed’ appearance.  In 
Australia, School Sharks are about 30 cm long at birth and can attain lengths of 175 cm.  
Elsewhere, the species may reach a larger adult size, commonly reaching lengths of 195 cm in 
the North Atlantic (Last and Stevens, 1994). 

 

6.  National Context 

In Australian waters, School Sharks are found in offshore temperate waters from Moreton 
Bay in Queensland to Perth in Western Australia, including the offshore waters of Tasmania 
and Lord Howe Island.  School Sharks move extensively throughout the waters of southern 
Australia.  Globally the species is widespread and occurs in temperate waters offshore of the 
eastern United States, Hawaii, South America, South Africa, Europe and New Zealand (Last 
and Stevens, 1994; McLoughlin, 2007).   

Genetic studies on School Sharks using mitochondrial DNA have revealed restricted gene 
flow between eastern New Zealand and Australia, despite evidence from tagging studies that 
infrequent trans-Tasman movements do occur in both directions (Ward and Gardner, 1997).  
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Australian and New Zealand School Sharks are therefore regarded as separate stocks for 
management purposes (Ward and Gardner, 1997; McLoughlin, 2007).  

School Sharks are not currently listed as threatened under any state or territory legislation in 
Australia.   

National fisheries context 

School Shark is a commercially taken species that is primarily caught in the Gillnet, Hook and 
Trap (GHAT) sector of the Commonwealth Southern and Eastern Scalefish and Shark Fishery 
(SESSF), although the species is also caught in Western Australia and eastern states fisheries.  
Historically, School Shark were taken predominantly on longlines, but the GHAT is now 
primarily a gillnet fishery that targets Mustelus antarcticus (Gummy Shark), with School 
Shark taken as bycatch (McLoughlin, 2007). 

As a key commercial species caught within a Commonwealth fishery, the management of 
School Shark falls under the Commonwealth Government Harvest Strategy Policy, an 
overarching policy for sustainable commercial fisheries management that is based on a series 
of biological reference points (DAFF, 2007).  While School Shark is no longer targeted within 
the SESSF, the Harvest Strategy Policy considers that it is a key commercial species because 
it has previously been targeted and was then considered a significant component of the 
fishery. 

School Shark are accepted to be below their minimum limit reference point under the Harvest 
Strategy Policy and are therefore the subject of a Rebuilding Strategy developed by the 
Australian Fisheries Management Authority (AFMA).  The School Shark Rebuilding Strategy 
describes a series of management measures and responses designed to recover School Shark 
to a prescribed target biomass within a biologically reasonable timeframe (AFMA, 2008). 

 

7. Relevant Biology/Ecology 

School Shark is a long lived species, with a lifespan of 50-60 years.  Similar to most shark 
species, School Shark have low fecundity compared to most bony fish species.  Females of 
the species do not reach maturity until at least 10 years of age and then reproduce every 2-3 
years.  Females bear litters of 15-43 pups (average 26 per pregnancy) in December and 
January off southern Australia (Pogonoski et al., 2002; McLoughlin, 2007).  Generation 
length for the species, ie the average age of mature breeding parents of the current cohort, is 
20-25 years (Cavanaugh et al., 2003).   

School Shark is primarily a deep water demersal (bottom-dwelling) species, although 
individuals have been recorded undertaking daily vertical migrations, remaining at depths of 
around 500 m during the day and moving up to around 100 m at night (McLoughlin, 2007).  
Females and juveniles utilise inshore coastal areas around Victoria, Tasmania and parts of 
South Australia for nursery areas (Pogonoski et al., 2002).  

School Shark often occurs in small groups of similar sex and size aggregations.  It is a 
predatory species that feeds primarily on bony fish and cephalopods (squid)            
(Pogonoski et al., 2002).  School Sharks are highly migratory, with individual migrations of 
up to 1400 km recorded in southern Australia.  These migrations appear to be associated with 
reproduction (Last and Stevens, 1994).  However, while extensive migrations within regions 
have been recorded, studies of different global populations indicate that each region hosts a 
genetically distinct population. Within regions, it is suspected that there may be localised 
subpopulations.  

 

 

Galeorhinus galeus (School Shark) Listing Advice - Page 2 of 9 



8. Description of Threats 

The main threat operating against School Sharks has been identified as historic and ongoing 
fishing pressure.  Commercial fishing for School Shark with longlines began in 1927 in 
eastern Bass Strait and spread to eastern South Australia and Tasmania in the 1940s.  
Monofilament gillnets were introduced in the 1960s and catches increased rapidly, peaking at 
over 2500 t in 1969.  By the early 1970s gillnetting was the main fishing method, however the 
sale of large School Shark in Victoria was banned in 1972 due to concerns about high 
mercury levels.  This ban, along with the adoption of gillnets, led to a shift in fishing effort so 
that Mustelus antarcticus (Gummy Shark) became the main target species in the fishery 
(McLoughlin, 2007; AFMA, 2008).  

The market ban on large School Sharks was gradually lifted and nominal fishing effort in the 
shark fishery was at its highest in the late 1980s, when the annual catch of School Shark was 
around 1200 – 1500 t.  This was reduced through the introduction of a management plan in 
1988, that limited the length of gillnets used, as well as the number of gillnet licences in the 
fishery.   In 1991 the length of nets in the fishery was reduced by a further 30% and further 
controls on the longline fishery were introduced in 1994 through hook permits (McLoughlin, 
2007; AFMA, 2008). 

Assessments on the status of School Shark stocks have been ongoing since 1991 and the 
species has been assessed as overfished since 1992.  Concern over the depletion of School 
Shark stocks in 2001 led to further substantial fishing restrictions, gear modifications and 
fishing ground closures to reduce take of the species (McLoughlin, 2007).   

The most recent assessment estimates that the pup production of School Sharks is between 9 
and 14% of original, pre-fishing levels.  School Sharks are considered to be seriously 
overfished, although it is not clear that overfishing is still continuing (McLoughlin, 2007).  
School Shark is now taken only as a bycatch species by fishers targeting Gummy Shark, with 
the Total Allowable Catch (TAC) of School Shark now restricted to 240 t annually 
(McLoughlin, 2007).  Limiting the TAC to 240 t is considered by the Shark Resource 
Assessment Group (SharkRAG) to be sufficient to promote recovery of School Shark.  
SharkRAG is a group of fisheries scientists coordinated through AFMA that is responsible for 
the monitoring, assessment and reporting of all shark and ray species caught in the SESSF.  
The actual annual catch has been approximately 200 t in recent years.   

An additional suspected threat is environmental disturbance and habitat degradation in School 
Shark nursery areas.  The extent to which this threat impacts on School Shark is unknown, 
however research surveys of School Shark nursery areas in Tasmania and Victoria indicated a 
decline in abundance of School Shark pups between the 1950s and the 1990s         
(McLoughlin, 2007).  Ongoing terrestrial urbanisation and human activity in adjacent waters 
is likely to have increased pollution and environmental degradation around these areas and 
may be affecting the recovery capability of the species (McLoughlin, 2007).  Clarification of 
the genetic distinctness of School Shark subpopulations and the inferred strength of natal site 
fidelity will be important to establish the extent of this threat, as pupping areas may be unable 
to be re-colonised if the regional subpopulation is extirpated. 

 

9. Public Consultation 

The nomination used in this assessment was made available for public exhibition and 
comment for two months.  The Committee has had regard to all public comment that was 
relevant to the survival of the species. 
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10.  How judged by the Committee in relation to the criteria of the EPBC Act and 
Regulations 

The Committee judges that the species is eligible for listing as endangered and as 
conservation dependent under the EPBC Act.  The assessment against the criteria is as 
follows: 

 

Criterion 1: It has undergone, is suspected to have undergone or is likely to undergo in 
the immediate future a very severe, severe or substantial reduction in 
numbers 

School Shark appears to have undergone a significant reduction in numbers as the result of 
commercial fishing in south eastern Australian waters.  The last comprehensive stock 
assessment of School Shark was completed in 2001, using data to 1999.  Pup production is 
considered to be the most appropriate indicator for shark abundance and the 2001 assessment 
indicated that pup production was between 9-14% of unexploited levels (McLoughlin, 2007), 
indicating a decline in the species of at least 86% between 1927 and 1999.   

Following this assessment, management measures were implemented to limit targeted fishing 
for the species.  Consequently, lower catch levels have reduced the confidence in Catch Per 
Unit Effort data that has previously been used to assess the abundance of School Shark stocks.  
However, despite insufficient data to determine an updated figure for the status of School 
Shark since 2001, monitoring of available data has continued and annual assessments of the 
likely trajectory of the stock have been undertaken by SharkRAG.  An assessment by 
SharkRAG in 2007 concluded that while School Shark stocks were still very low, decline in 
abundance had halted and the stock was showing some signs of stabilising (SharkRAG, 
2007). 

Experts consulted by the Committee in 2008 agreed that pup production for School Shark is 
still likely to be between 9-14% of pre-exploitation levels.  A series of surveys completed in 
2008 will allow for an updated stock assessment of School Shark in 2009. 

The Commonwealth Government Harvest Strategy Policy (DAFF, 2007) allows that declines 
of up to 60% are acceptable for a commercially harvested species where depletion is a 
managed outcome, depending on the biology of the species.  The Committee notes, however, 
that School Shark is estimated to have experienced a decline in pup production of 86-91% 
between 1927 and at least 1999.  Given the life history characteristics of School Shark, in 
particular its low reproductive rate and slow growth compared to the high fecundity and 
moderate growth of most commercially harvested bony fish species, the Committee considers 
that this decline is severe.  

School Shark Rebuilding Strategy 

Consistent with its obligations under the Harvest Strategy Policy, AFMA has developed and 
implemented a Rebuilding Strategy for School Shark that describes a series of management 
measures and responses designed to recover School Shark to 40% of pre-exploitation levels 
within a biologically reasonable timeframe.  This timeframe will be confirmed upon the 
completion of the 2009 School Shark stock assessment. 

The Committee has evaluated the School Shark Rebuilding Strategy and considers that it 
could be effective in halting further decline and may support the recovery of School Shark 
with regard to reducing the impact of fishing on the species.  The Committee notes that the 
performance objectives of the School Shark Rebuilding Strategy will be assessed on an 
annual basis against the measured recovery of the species.  However, it is likely that any 
recovery will be on a decadal scale and management will need to be adaptive in light of the 
annual reports. 
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The Committee also notes that a key threat to the capacity of School Shark to recover from 
fishing pressure is habitat degradation in pupping areas and further notes that this is not 
adequately addressed in the School Shark Rebuilding Strategy.  The Committee 
acknowledges that addressing this threat is beyond the jurisdiction of AFMA and must be 
addressed through other mechanisms.  These mechanisms are discussed in an Addendum 
prepared by the Commonwealth Government that has been attached to the School Shark 
Rebuilding Strategy. 

Conclusion 

The Committee accepts that there was a severe decline in School Shark between 1927 and at 
least 1999, following historic overfishing in the eastern part of its range.  This decline 
occurred within three generations of School Shark, therefore the species has been 
demonstrated to have met sufficient elements of Criterion 1 to make it eligible for listing as 
endangered. 

However, the Committee notes that there are insufficient data at present to determine whether 
current stocks are declining, stable or rebuilding, but accepts that management measures 
implemented progressively since 2001 to protect the species may have halted the decline.  The 
Committee has evaluated the School Shark Rebuilding Strategy, including its Addendum, and 
considers that it could be effective in halting further decline and may support the recovery of 
School Shark, in order to maximise its chance of survival in nature.  Therefore, School Shark 
has also met the requirements of section 179(6)(b) of the EPBC Act to make it eligible for 
listing as conservation dependent. 

 

Criterion 2: Its geographic distribution is precarious for the survival of the species and 
is very restricted, restricted or limited 

In Australian waters, School Sharks are found in offshore temperate waters from Moreton 
Bay in Queensland to Perth in Western Australia, including the offshore waters of Tasmania 
and Lord Howe Island (Last and Stevens, 1994).  The range and habitat available to adult 
School Sharks is not considered to be precarious for the survival of the species nor is it 
limited. 

However, School Sharks depend on inshore nursery areas as habitat for females giving birth 
and for juveniles, and the population in southern Australia appears to have been affected by 
historic fishing pressure and ongoing habitat degradation in these inshore nursery areas.  
Declines in abundance of neonatal and juvenile School Sharks have been documented in 
inshore and coastal waters off Victoria and southern Tasmania, although the causes for the 
decline are difficult to conclusively identify.  Intensive fishing of juvenile School Sharks in 
Port Phillip Bay in the 1940s caused rapid localised declines and at the same time the Geelong 
Arm in the western region of the Bay was identified as an important nursery area for the 
species.  Since the 1950s, only small numbers of School Shark have been caught anywhere in 
Port Phillip Bay.  However, the reduced use of this formerly important nursery by School 
Sharks has also likely been affected by habitat degradation of this area caused by disturbance 
and pollution from heavy industrial activity in the Geelong Arm (Walker, 1998). 

The localised depletion of School Sharks in Port Phillip Bay highlights the sensitivity of this 
species to fishing and habitat disturbance in nursery areas.  There have been individual 
management measures to protect some known School Shark migratory and nursery grounds.  
Some known School Shark nursery grounds in South Australia and Tasmania have been 
closed to commercial fishing and all Victorian coastal waters are closed to targeted shark 
fishing.  Spatial closures to fishing have also been implemented in areas of the Great 
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Australian Bight where pregnant female School Sharks are known to aggregate           
(AFMA, 2008). 

However, the condition of and threats to School Shark nursery grounds have not been 
assessed across the species’ Australian distribution, making it difficult to determine the extent 
of the impact of nursery habitat degradation on the species as a whole.  The Addendum to the 
School Shark Rebuilding Strategy provides a framework to assess the impact of this threat, as 
well as the development of a plan to identify the causes of habitat degradation and the actions 
necessary to improve degraded nursery habitat. 

The Committee judges that the species’ geographic distribution may be limited in terms of 
suitable nursery habitat, however there are insufficient data available to judge whether there 
are threats operating that would make the species’ geographic distribution precarious for its 
survival.  Therefore, as the species has not been demonstrated to have met this required 
element of Criterion 2, it is not eligible for listing in any category under this criterion. 

 

Criterion 3: The estimated total number of mature individuals is limited to a 
particular degree; and either 
(a) evidence suggests that the number will continue to decline at a 

particular rate; or  
(b) the number is likely to continue to decline and its geographic 

distribution is precarious for its survival 

The 2001 stock assessment estimated that there were 1.1 million School Sharks in 1999, 
excluding pups.  It is known that more than 80% of pups do not survive their first year (Punt 
and Pribac, 2001 in AFMA, 2008).  While there are insufficient data at present to determine 
whether current stocks are declining, stable or rebuilding, management measures 
implemented progressively since 2001 to protect the species may have been effective. An 
updated stock assessment will be available in 2009, enabling this estimate to be reconsidered.  
The Committee does not consider that this represents a limited number of mature individuals.  
Therefore, as the species has not been demonstrated to have met this required element of 
Criterion 3, it is not eligible for listing in any category under this criterion. 

 

Criterion 4: The estimated total number of mature individuals is extremely low, very 
low or low 

The 2001 stock assessment estimated that there were 1.1 million School Sharks in 1999, 
excluding pups (Punt and Pribac, 2001 in AFMA, 2008).  An updated stock assessment will 
be available in 2009, enabling this estimate to be reconsidered..  The Committee does not 
consider that this represents a low number of mature individuals.  Therefore, as the species 
has not been demonstrated to have met this required element of Criterion 4, it is not eligible 
for listing in any category under this criterion. 
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Criterion 5:  Probability of extinction in the wild that is at least: 
a) 50% in the immediate future; or 
b) 20% in the near future; or 
c) 10% in the medium-term future. 

There are insufficient data available to estimate a probability of extinction of the species in 
the wild over a relevant timeframe.  Therefore, as the species has not been demonstrated to 
have met the required elements of Criterion 5, it is not eligible for listing in any category 
under this criterion. 

 

 

11.  CONCLUSION 

Galeorhinus galeus (School Shark) was nominated for inclusion in the list of threatened 
species referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act.  The nominator suggested listing in the 
vulnerable category of the list. 

The Committee accepts that there was a decline of 86-91% of the Australian School Shark 
population, following historic overfishing in the eastern part of its range.  This decline 
occurred between 1927 and at least 1999, which is within three generations for School Shark.  
A decline of this magnitude within this timeframe is considered severe for this species and 
demonstrates that School Shark has met sufficient elements of Criterion 1 to make it eligible 
for listing as endangered.   

However, the Committee accepts that fisheries management measures implemented 
progressively since 2001 to protect the species may have halted decline, although notes that 
there are insufficient data at present to determine whether current stocks are declining, stable 
or rebuilding.  The Committee further notes that habitat degradation of nursery areas may be 
limiting the species’ capacity to recover and that this threat should be addressed in addition to 
fisheries management measures.   

The Committee has evaluated the School Shark Rebuilding Strategy, including the 
Addendum, and considers that it could be effective in halting further decline and may support 
the recovery of School Shark in order to maximize its chance of survival in nature.  Therefore, 
the Committee judges that the species has also been demonstrated to have met the 
requirements of section 179(6)(b) of the EPBC Act to be eligible for listing as conservation 
dependent, with the requirement that the performance of the School Shark Rebuilding 
Strategy be closely monitored and reported to the Committee on an annual basis. 

The Committee notes that improved conservation outcomes could be achieved through listing 
in the conservation dependent category.  The Committee’s reasoning for this conclusion is 
that listing as conservation dependent obliges the implementation of management and 
monitoring regimes now in place.  In light of these facts, the Committee judges that 
conservation dependent is an appropriate category for School Shark. 
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12.  Recommendation 

The Committee recommends that the list referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act be 
amended by including in the list in the conservation dependent category: 

Galeorhinus galeus (School Shark)  

 

The Committee further recommends the following conditions be applied to listing in this 
category: 

1. The performance of the School Shark Rebuilding Strategy will be reported through the 
Department by February 2009 and then annually thereafter for evaluation by the 
Committee, commencing March 2009.  

2. New information on the status of the School Shark stock be provided to the Department 
immediately upon its availability, for evaluation by the Committee. 

3. The Commonwealth will enter into negotiations with relevant State agencies to protect the 
nursery areas of School Shark, as outlined in the Addendum to the School Shark 
Rebuilding Strategy. 

4. The listing of School Shark as conservation dependent will be subject to review in five 
years. 

 

 

 

Associate Professor Robert J.S. Beeton 

Chair 

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 
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