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Shark Attack
Every year around one hundred shark attacks on humans are reported worldwide. 
About one in six of these attacks is fatal, although this figure varies depending where 
in the world the attack takes place. So, for example, if you are attacked by a shark off 
the coast of the United States of America you have a much greater chance of surviving 
than if you are attacked off the coast of South Africa or Australia. Since records have 
been kept the United States has recorded the highest number of shark attacks, but 
the highest number of fatal shark attacks has been off the coast of Australia.

If you are swimming in an area where there may be sharks, it is sensible to swim 
at beaches where there are lifeguards, who are there to check on your safety. You 
should avoid swimming alone because larger groups of people may discourage a 
shark from attacking. Don’t go in the water at dawn or dusk. This is feeding time for 
sharks when they are most active and they are also harder to spot. Lifeguards look 
for signs of sharks in the area. Stay close to the shore where sharks are less likely to 
be swimming and, if necessary, you can be easily reached. Last year a shark, said 
to have been up to five metres long, killed a swimmer near a popular New Zealand 
beach. Police Inspector Shawn Rutene said the swimmer was about 200 metres 
offshore when the shark attacked. Keep away from river mouths because sharks tend 
to collect in these areas. It is sensible also to avoid waters contaminated by sewage 
because sharks enjoy swimming in these areas.

There are more than 360 species of sharks but only a small number of these will attack 
humans. The largest shark is the whale shark which can grow up to fourteen metres 
long, but feeds only on plankton and is no danger to humans. The shark responsible 
for most human deaths is the great white shark. This shark is called a blue pointer 
shark in South Africa, where it is responsible for many fatal attacks. It grows to an 
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average length of three metres. Next to the great white shark, the shark responsible 
for most human deaths is the tiger shark. Tiger sharks will eat just about anything they 
can catch alive and are nicknamed the ‘dustbins of the sea’.

A shark will generally only attack humans if it mistakes them for a seal. Another 
reason they may attack a human is to protect their territory. If you are swimming in 
an area where there may be killer sharks, there are some precautions you can take, 
although you can never be completely certain they won’t attack. It is important that 
you don’t go swimming if you have an open wound – sharks are attracted by the smell 
and taste of blood and may attack you. You should also take off any jewellery before 
getting in the water because sharks can confuse it with fish scales and attack you.

When you are swimming where there may be sharks, try to avoid splashing so as 
not to alert sharks to your presence. Move away if you see a large group of dolphins 
and sea birds because they eat the same food as sharks. If you spot a shark, do not 
act aggressively. Simply get out of the water as calmly and as quickly as possible. 
Sometimes a shark may attack people because it is simply curious. On no account 
should you ever touch a shark if you see one, however tempted you may be. If you 
take these precautions, you can greatly reduce your chances of being attacked.
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