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New study tracks large sharks during
hurricanes
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Locations of the Bahamas and Miami study areas in relation to the paths of
Hurricane Matthew (a, path of eye as dot-dash line) and Hurricane Irma (a, path
of eye as dashed line). The 64 knot (minimum sustained wind speed to
categorize a hurricane) radii are indicated by grey shaded regions along each
hurricane path. Credit: Figure from Gutowsky et al. Tiger shark photo: Neil
Hammerschlag, Ph.D.

A new study led by scientists at the University of Miami (UM)
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Rosenstiel School of Marine and Atmospheric Science tracked large
sharks in Miami and The Bahamas to understand how these migratory
animals respond to major storms, like hurricanes.

The researchers analyzed acoustic tag data from tiger sharks (Galeocerdo
cuvier), bull sharks (Carcharhinus leucas), nurse sharks (Ginglymostoma
cirratum), and great hammerheads (Sphyrna mokarran) before, during,
and after Hurricane Matthew in 2016 and Hurricane Irma in 2017. They
found that they behaved differently by species and location.

For example, in response to Hurricane Irma passing by Miami, bull
sharks, great hammerhead, and most nurse sharks appeared to mostly
evacuate the shallow waters of Biscayne Bay, similar to previous studies
that found that small sharks evacuate inshore shallow waters in the wake
of a storm. However, large tiger sharks in the Bahamas remained in
shallow inshore waters, even as the site received a direct hit from the eye
of the category-5 Hurricane Matthew, and immediately following the
storm, the number of tiger sharks doubled.

"I was amazed to see that big tiger sharks didn't evacuate even as the eye
of the hurricane was bearing down on them, it was as if they didn't even
flinch." said Neil Hammerschlag, a research associate professor at the
UM Rosenstiel School and the Abess Center for Ecosystem Science and
Policy. "their numbers even increased after the storm passed. We
suspect tiger sharks were probably taking advantage of all the new
scavenging opportunities from dead animals that were churned up in the
storm."

"Major storms, like hurricanes, are predicted to increase in frequency
and strength with climate change," said Hammerschlag, who is also the
director of the University's Shark and Research Conservation Program.
"How these storms impact the environment, including large sharks, is of
interest and conservation concern to many."
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https://phys.org/tags/tiger+sharks/
https://phys.org/tags/storm/
https://phys.org/tags/climate+change/
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More information: L.F.G. Gutowsky et al, Large sharks exhibit
varying behavioral responses to major hurricanes, Estuarine, Coastal and
Shelf Science (2021). DOI: 10.1016/j.ecss.2021.107373
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