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Factual Information About Sharks

e heart of a shark is a killer’s
heart, as portrayed in movies and
the bestsellers that spawn them.

In fact — biological fact — its auricles
and ventricles are very much like a
human’s.

Jeffrey B. Graham, marine
biologist and physiologist, has studied
the shark’s circulatory system. He has
seen how its heart fills with blood in
two phases, just like ours, and makes
the same lub-dub sound so familiar to
every person. What he believes is that
by understanding the shark’s
physiology we’ll better understand
our own bodies. That’s one reason
why declining numbers of sharks
worry him.

He knows who is to blame.

“Humans are a wild epidemic on the -
earth’s surface,” says Graham. “They

are tinkering
with
LOCAL everything,
including
EVENTS things that can

. come back to
bite them, no pun intended here for the
shark. We need to teach people about
the vulnerability of these animals.”

Over-fishing is a serious problem
for many species, but sharks are
especially susceptible to it, Graham
says. “We think of most fish as
producing lots of eggs and lots of
youngsters every year. Sharks are the
exact opposite.” They grow slowly, take
many years to reach sexual maturity,
and have complicated reproductive
patterns that include long and chancy

Shark dissection
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gestation periods. A kind of small shark

called a spiny dogfish doesn’t reach
sexual maturity until it’s ten. The horn

shark produces only one egg a month
and for only four to six months a year.
And there’s no guarantee that any of

them will survive.
\. Mako is a shark that can be

ordered in a restaurant. Many other
sharks — in huge numbers — are
fished for medicine rather than food.
Their cartilaginous skeletons are
proclaimed to be anti-cancer agents,
and an industry has developed to
satisfy the demand. “You can probably
walk into a drugstore
right here in San Diego
and buy shark cartilage
pills.” But Graham isn’t
among the believers. He
calls the claims
“unsupportable” and
doubts future research
will change his opinion.
“I have a feeling if shark
cartilage really were a
truly efficacious anti-
tumor therapy, there’d be
good evidence to show it
already, because the tests
have been done —
thorough tests.”

What Graham
would like to do is feed
the public some “solid
factual information”
about sharks. As director
of the Birch Aquarium at
the Scripps Institution of
Oceanography, he is
offering a unique hands-
on program in two parts.
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First, there will be the opportunity to
dissect a small shark. Each group of
two or three will work on a shiny
dogfish. Specimens weigh about a

pound. For the second part,
participants will watch Graham dissect

a large — approximately 170-pound —

thresher shark.
One organ to be investigated is the

shark’s extraordinary liver, which acts
as a flotation device as well as an energy
store. “Many fish — tuna, for

example — have gas bladders; sharks
do not have those structures,” explains
Graham. “They gain lift by storing
lipids, as oil, in the liver.”

These livers can be huge. It’s
usual for 35 percent of a shark’s body
mass to be composed of the liver, but
larger percentages are not
uncommon. “I have heard numbers as
high as 90 percent,” Graham says,
“although I've never seen such an
animal myself.”

Participants will compare the
stomach contents of each type of shark.
“The dogfish will normally eat
invertebrates and something like
sardines, although it’s hard to know
exactly what we’ll find. The thresher

shark will likely have bait fish of some
kind in its tummy, and these’ll
probably be from deeper water.”

- Like Jonah, some of the bait fish
are apt to be whole. “Shark’s teeth are
made out of enamel and dentine, just
like our teeth.” But sharks do not
actually chew their food. “Their teeth
are designed to take hunks out of
things; then they swallow them. So very
often you open the stomach of a shark
and find a complete fish inside. Or you
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Black-tip reef shark

find the remnants of previous
digestion, like the lenses of the eyes:
because they’re so hard they don’t

digest very fast.”
The thresher shark has a tail as

long as its body. “It uses the tail to bat
its prey,” says Graham. “It swims
through a school of fish and bats them,
knocks them silly, and then eats them.”
Despite offering this vivid image,
Graham is careful to de-emphasize the
shark’s predatory ways. He’s especially
clear about one thing: “Probably the
most important shark myth to dispel is
that they are more dangerous to us

than we are to them.” =
— Jeanne Schinto

Hands-on Shark Dissection

Part | is offered at four different
times; participants choose one:
Saturday, August 12,

Sunday, August 13, 9:00-11:00 a.m.
Saturday, August 19,

11:30 a.m.-1:30 p.m.;

Bilingual session
(English-Spanish)
Saturday, August 19,
2:00-4:00 p.m.

Part Il is offered only on Saturday,
August 19, 5:30-8:30 p.m.
Guided tour of aquarium and light
refreshments

Scripps Institution of Oceanography
Stephen Birch Aquarium-Museum
2300 Expedition Way, La Jolla
Ages 10 and up |
Fee for both parts: $55;

$45 for members

Info: 858-534-7336
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