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Threshers belong to a small family
of sharks (Alopiidage) which is repre-
sented by a single genus (Alopias)
and only three species. Although they
are a wide-ranging family, occurring
worldwide in tropical, subtropical,
warm and cool temperate seas, only
two species have been recorded from
European seas: the moderately com-
mon Thintail Thresher Shark or Fox
Shark (Alopias vulpinus) and the
much rarer Bigeye Thresher Shark (A.
superciliosus). The Pelagic Thresher
(A. pelagicus) appears to be absent
from the North and South Atlantic
Oceans, but wide ranging throughout
the Pecific and Indian Oceans.

Threshers are easily distinguish-
able from other sharks by their
extremely long curving asymmetrical
caudal (tail) fin which is nearly as
long astherest of the shark aswell as

waters

North Sea and only very rarely in
Scottish waters. Considering the sig-
nificant number of very small
(91-152cm long) threshers caught by
anglers during late summer in south-
ern British waters, it is thought that
following an inshore migration by
sexually mature adults, the pups are
born during this time.

Mature threshers (females measur-
ing 315-400cm; and males measuring
314-420cm,) are ovoviviparous and
produce litters of only 3-7 fully-
formed pups (measuring 114-160cm)
after a gestation period of 9 monthsin
inshore waters in the eastern Atlantic;
the developing embryos are appar-
ently inter-uterine cannibals
(oophagous). Threshers reach maturity
a an age of 3-8 years and are esti-
mated to live up to 45-50 years.
Although the largest authenticated
thintailed thresher recorded measured
5.73m, there are unconfirmed reports
of specimens measuring up to 7.60m.
The current UK rod & line caught

At ameeting of the Dublin Natural
History Society on the 9th February
1854, Mr William Andrews “pre-
sented the tail-fin of a fox shark, or
thresher (Carcharias wulpes), taken
froma fish captured in Dingle Bay. Mr
Sopford informed Mr Andrews that he
and the crew of his yacht had noticed
the thresher shark in Dingle Bay. Mr
R. Callwell mentioned that in one of
the tours of inspection in the Belfast
Office steam vessel, he had visited
Carlingford Lough in the month of
August. Herrings at the time were
plentiful in the Lough, and he had
noticed a species of shark frequently
springing several feet out of the water,
which the crew pointed out to him as
the thresher shark, from the peculiar-
ity of the action of its tail-fin.”

In his Glances into the Ichthyol ogy
of the County of Dublin (1866), Harry
Blake-Knox remarked that the
thresher “Is often very common in this
Bay” and went on to state that “last
winter | saw one rise and kill a
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Thintailed Thresher Shar|

k (Alopias vulpinus): female weighing ¢350-400kg and

measuring 4.23m T.L. captured by MFV "Northern Celt" out of Dunmore East, Co
Waterford during July 2005 (Photo: courtesy of Sean Doran, Howth).

temperate to tropical waters. In the
eastern Atlantic, it has been recorded,
albeit rarely, southwards from the
Bay of Biscay. Only one specimen
has been recorded from Irish waters
to date: during August 1995 a large
female measuring 4.84m and weigh-
ing 318kg (gutted) was captured in a
tuna drift-net set at a depth of 5m in
waters more than 2000m deep in the
Porcupine Sea Bight area (51°N,
13°W). This is the largest and most
northerly authenticated specimen of
this species to date.

It is possible that the Bigeye
Thresher Shark occurs more fre-
quently in offshore waters off the
European coast than is currently
known, particularly during warmer
years. However, the subsequent EU
ban on tuna drift-netting will proba-
bly preclude verification of this

hypothesis for the foreseeable future.
Indeed, a number of other (primarily
epipelagic) species, previously
regarded as extremely rare in north-
ern European waters, were captured
in tuna drift-nets prior to the current
ban on this politically and biologi-
cally controversial method of fishing.

Since at least two species of
Thresher Shark are currently known
to occur in Irish watersit is clear that
al specimens should be critically
examined in order to verify them to
species level.
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