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Good morning committee members, thank you for the opportunity to give testimony on 
HR.1456.  My name is Dr. Alistair Dove and I am the Vice President of Research and 
Conservation at Georgia Aquarium in Atlanta, a non-profit organization inspiring awareness and 
preservation aquatic animals worldwide. I am a broadly experienced marine biologist with a 
current focus on the biology and conservation of whale sharks and manta rays, which I have 
been studying around the world for the last ten years. 

US shark fisheries are better managed than those of most countries and, for some 
species at least, even meet the definition of being sustainable over the long term. In relative 
terms, though, it is not an especially high value fishery. In 2015 US shark landings were worth 
6.6 million dollars, over 4.2 million of which was from spiny dogfish, a small and sustainably 
fished coastal shark species of little interest in the shark fin trade. Compare that to $460M 
dollars annually for salmon, or $678M for crabs. Sharks make up just 0.12% of the value of all 
US fisheries (NOAA Fisheries data) and the fins make up less than a quarter of that tiny fraction 
(Hueter & Shiffman). I imagine more money may be spent publicly debating and legislating this 
bill than the annual value of the fishery to which it relates, which is roughly 1 million dollars. 

The issues of shark fins and shark finning are surprisingly complex, with aspects of 
biology, conservation, economics, fisheries management and culture that are both domestic 
and international.  The barbaric practice of “finning” sharks at sea and returning their carcasses 
to the ocean has rightly been outlawed in the US since the 1990’s, as it is in many countries, but 
not all. The Shark Conservation Act of 2010 sought to close loopholes in the earlier legislation, 
while the bill currently before the house seeks to outlaw the trade of shark fins in the US 
altogether and I support this proposal. 

We need healthy oceans because they provide half the oxygen we breathe, protein for 
billions of people daily, a buffer against climate change and a means to conduct more than 90% 
of international commerce. And a healthy ocean needs healthy shark populations.  An ocean 
without sharks is like a sky without eagles or the Serengeti without lions.  Many of the nearly 
500 species of sharks qualify as top level predators and have important roles to play in 
maintaining diversity in the marine ecosystem. Science has repeatedly shown that removal of 
sharks can cause a domino effect with significant impacts on the rest of the food web.  In 
addition to their ecosystem roles, there is a growing and vibrant social movement to regard 
sharks as bona fide charismatic species, worthy of every bit as much of our concern and 
protection as elephants, pandas or the California condor. 

If finning is already illegal, why then do we need a blanket ban on trade in shark fins? 
There are three key reasons. First, because in practical terms, it is impossible to determine the 
origins of a fin once it has been removed from a shark. Shark fins are both exported and 
imported in the US, and without complete traceability, you cannot know whether a given fin 
was harvested in the US from one of our handful of sustainable fisheries, or imported from 
another country which does not have restrictions on finning at sea. Second, because it can be 
very difficult to know the species from which a given shark fin was removed.  So, even if we 



have sustainably fished sharks that can supply fins into the trade, it would be possible to 
launder the fins of other unsustainable species into the mix. And at up to $500 a pound, the 
incentive to cheat the system is significant. Third and most importantly, because we should set 
an example by discouraging practices that perpetuate the market demand for shark fins in the 
first place. Groups like WildAid have had some success in public awareness campaigns in China 
about shark conservation, and even the Chinese central government has forbidden the serving 
of shark fin soup at official functions nationwide, although that was as much about government 
austerity as anything else. Regardless, these efforts have resulted in a drop in consumption of 
over 80% since 2014 (Jeffries).  So even if US fisheries can provide a sustainable shark fins, 
doing so encourages a practice that is certainly not sustainable elsewhere and is in decline 
anyway. 

Sharks are more valuable alive for the ecosystem services they provide, or as the target 
of wildlife tourism. A recent analysis published by Oceana showed that 1 in 5 SCUBA diving trips 
in Florida was specifically targeted at sharks, contributing 126 million dollars to the economy 
and supporting 3,800 jobs in that state alone – nineteen times more than the commercial value 
of all US shark landings. Aspiring to sustainable shark fin fisheries doesn’t make economic sense 
compared to the recurring value these species have for tourism. You can only cut the fins off a 
dead shark once, but you can sell the chance to see a live one over and over as long as it lives, 
and sharks can live a long time. 

In summary, market demand for shark fins has historically provided powerful incentive 
for overharvesting. Even if some US species could theoretically support sustainable shark fin 
fisheries, doing so perpetuates a practice that is losing popularity in China, and these species 
would have more ecological and economic value if they were left in the ocean. My 5 year old 
daughter put it succinctly that “People shouldn’t cut sharks fins off; they should leave sharks in 
the ocean so everyone can see how awesome they are”. 
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Dr. Alistair Dove 
Vice President, Research and Conservation, Georgia Aquarium 

  

Area of Expertise: 

 Aquatic animal health 

 Ecology of aquatic parasites 

 Biology and conservation of whale sharks 

Dr. Dove is a broadly trained marine biologist and conservationist and a leading authority on the biology 

of whale sharks, as well as an academically trained parasitologist.  As Vice President of Research and 

Conservation, Dr. Dove is responsible for overseeing all research and conservation activities for Georgia 

Aquarium and administering collaborative partnerships with other institutions; he also supervises the 

staff and activities at the Georgia Aquarium Conservation Field Station near St Augustine, Florida. 

Dr. Dove obtained a 1st class Honors degree in Zoology and Parasitology in 1994 from the University of 

Queensland, Australia. His Ph.D. studies focused on the ecology of parasites infecting invasive fish 

species in Australian lakes and rivers, for which he was awarded a Deans List commendation and a 

University Medal.  After moving to the USA in 2000, Dr. Dove held positions at the Wildlife Conservation 

Society (New York Aquarium), Cornell University, Stony Brook University and Columbia University. 

During this period, he studied the impacts of climate change on the health of coastal marine life, 

especially lobsters, striped bass, bluefish and clams. 

Dr. Dove joined the Aquarium team in 2006 as the manager of the Water Quality Lab. He transitioned to 

the Research and Conservation department in 2009 and helped expand it into the multifaceted, globally 

respected program it is today. His research interests continue on the theme of "health in aquatic 

animals" from individuals to ecosystems, with a current focus on the biology of whale sharks. Since 

1994, he has been awarded 8 competitive research grants and has published over 50 scientific articles 

and several book chapters. He continues to teach through the AQUAVET program and is an adjunct 

faculty member at Georgia Institute of Technology (Biology), Georgia State University (Neurobiology), 

UGA (Anatomic Pathology), and Stony Brook University (Marine Sciences). 

In addition to his research duties, Dr. Dove is a passionate scientist communicator and a compelling 

public speaker.  He presented at TEDxPeachtree in 2015, has been a contributor and associate editor 

for DeepSeaNews.com, and actively engages the public about marine science and conservation from his 

two Twitter accounts @AlistairDove and @Wheres_Domino. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hqQ-TqVNnOY
http://deepseanews.com/
http://twitter.com/AlistairDove/
https://twitter.com/#!/Wheres_Domino
http://news.georgiaaquarium.org/_gallery/get_file/?file_id=543d39d37241c84b550245eb
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