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Protecting Sharks in the British  
Virgin Islands

People Need Healthy Oceans, and Healthy Oceans Need Sharks
Sharks need our help. Many of the 509 species swimming in the ocean today are not equipped to withstand the 
growing number of human-related threats they face. 

Because sharks grow slowly, are late to mature, and produce few young, they are especially vulnerable to 
overfishing and slow to recover from depletion. The demand for fins and other shark products has driven a 
number of populations closer to extinction. 

In May 2014, the British Virgin Islands took a leading role among Caribbean governments by creating a shark 
and ray sanctuary in its exclusive economic zone. Commercial fishing of sharks and rays is now prohibited across 
80,117 square kilometers (30,933 square miles) of these waters, which are home to at least 23 species of sharks, 
including tiger, hammerhead, and oceanic whitetip. This action serves as a model for shark conservation that can 
spread across the region.

The British Virgin Islands has joined The Bahamas and Honduras, both of which declared shark sanctuaries in 
2011, as the first Caribbean governments to implement protections. By committing to these comprehensive 
and permanent conservation measures, the territory has established itself as a global leader in protecting these 
predators, which are vital to the health of the oceans.



The Importance of Sharks to Islands

Top predator in the  
food web 

Sharks help maintain the 
health of marine life in the 
ocean, including populations 
of commercially important fish 
species. Like wolves and other 
top predators on land, sharks 
play an important role in the 
ecosystem and should gain 
similar protections.

Healthy reefs need sharks

Science now shows that sharks help maintain 
the health of coral reefs.1

Sharks are worth more alive than dead 

An individual reef shark is estimated to have a 
lifetime value of US$1.9 million to the tourism 
industry.2 In contrast, the value of a dead shark 
is estimated at about US$108.
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More like whales than fish 

Unlike other fish, sharks grow slowly, 
mature late, and produce few young 
over long lifetimes. As a result, they 
are at high risk of overexploitation 
and slow to recover from depletion. 

Not just fins 

Approximately 100 million sharks 
are killed every year in commercial 
fisheries.3 Products include fins, meat, 
skins, liver oil, and jaws.
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3Healthy reefs drive 
economies 

Reefs are also vital to 
tourism. They provide 
much of the white sand 
for the beaches we 
love, and attract divers, 
snorkelers, sailing and 
yachting enthusiasts, and 
recreational fishers. 
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The danger of not knowing

The loss of sharks in our oceans can 
lead to unpredictable consequences, 
including the possible collapse of 
important fisheries and the loss of 
corals and other marine habitats.

Threatened with extinction

More than half of all shark and 
ray species are predicted to be 
threatened or near threatened 
with extinction due to overfishing.4

Reefs protect us  
and provide for us 

Coral reefs help protect coastal 
communities and infrastructure 
from the impacts of wave 
action and storms. They also 
provide shelter, breeding areas, 
nurseries, and food for shellfish, 
invertebrates, and fish. The 
waters surrounding reefs are a 
significant source of protein for 
over a billion people globally.
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The Pew Charitable Trusts is driven by the power of knowledge to solve today’s most challenging problems. Pew applies a rigorous, analytical 
approach to improve public policy, inform the public, and stimulate civic life.

Defining the shark and ray sanctuary regulations 
The waters off the British Virgin Islands have been declared a shark and ray sanctuary. That means all commercial 
fishing of sharks and rays is prohibited throughout the territory’s exclusive economic zone. 

As of May 19, 2014, the following actions are prohibited within the British Virgin Islands and its waters:

 • Intentional fishing for sharks.

 • The sale, export, import, or possession of sharks, rays, or shark and ray products, including meat and fins.

 • Intentional removal of the fins or tail of a shark.

 • Intentional injury of a shark or a ray.

 • Intentional feeding of sharks or rays or use of food to attract them.

If a shark is unintentionally caught, it must be released, dead or alive. Licensed local fishermen may still catch 
sharks for personal food, although they may not sell any parts. At no time can great and scalloped hammerheads, 
or any other sharks that are endangered, be retained even if caught by licensed local fishermen. Violators face a 
maximum fine of US$1,000 per shark. 

Healthy commercial fish stocks need healthy coral reefs, and healthy reefs need sharks. By establishing this shark 
sanctuary, the British Virgin Islands is acting to strengthen the resilience of its marine environment and secure 
industries that depend on a healthy ocean.
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