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Banding 
Together
Community unites to protect 
an elusive shark species  
�A  By Aimee CeBulski
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Tiny Malapascua Island, off Cebu’s 
northeast coast, is on the verge of a break-
through as a major Philippines tourism 
destination. Touted as “the next Boracay”  
because of its white-sand beaches and 
relaxed, laid-back vibe, Malapascua is 
well known as a haven for divers looking 
to see the elusive thresher shark.
   The threshers were first spotted around 
15 years ago, and word spread through-
out the diving community about the 
regularity of their appearances — divers 
could expect to see them approximately 
50 percent of the time, a rate not experi-
enced anywhere else in the world.

The threshers are the main draw, and 
the locals know it: All dive shops offer 
daily shark-spotting trips, restaurants are 
adorned with images of threshers, and 
even local craftsmen have created a cot-
tage industry selling handmade wood 
carvings of the sharks with the distinc-
tive flared-out, asymmetrical tail.

The growth of interest in the local 
threshers has led to an effort by area 
businesses and dive shops to protect the 
area’s top resource: Monad Shoal. This 
underwater plateau and cleaning station 
— approximately 60 to 75 feet deep in 
waters boasting visibility between 40 
and 80 feet and mild current — is where 
the threshers and giant manta rays con-
gregate. Approximately 15 minutes by 
boat from the popular Bounty Beach, 
Monad Shoal is technically a protected 
area, but that hasn’t stopped local fisher-
men trawling the waters from harassing 
sharks and rays with nets.

In 2009, dive operators began see-
ing more illegal fishing boats at Monad 
Shoal. Many of the divemasters and boat 
captains came to realize that without 
keeping watch over the site on a regu-
lar basis, it would be nearly impossible 
to guard against illegal activities. So 
one year later, the Malapascua Business 

1  Donate to the 
Malapascua 
Marine 
Preservation 
Fund through 
one of the nine 
participating 
dive shops list-
ed on the Fund’s 
Facebook page.

2  Choose a dive 
operation that 
supports regional 
marine protec-
tion or conser-
vation programs, 
whether you  
are diving in 
Malapascua or 
elsewhere.

3  educate your-
self on issues 
such as over-
fishing and 
shark finning, 
and be selective  
when dining  
overseas — 
avoid fishes that 
are in danger 

and all shark-fin 
products. Visit 
advocacy  
websites such 
as sharksavers 
.org or research 
centers like 
the Monterey 
Bay Aquarium 
(montereybay 
aquarium.org). 

4  learn more 
and stay current  

about the 
efforts on 
Malapascua, 
and then post 
updates on your 
Facebook page, 
tweet about 
them or write 
blogs. A single  
voice can 
make a differ-
ence and 
influence 
change. 

4 ways to help save the threshers 
(and other shark species)

Dive operators in malapascua are band-

ing together to save the thresher shark; 

below: thresher sharks are packed for 

shipment to international markets.

Thresher sharks 

are malapascua’s 

most important 

resource; even 

local craftsmen 

have benefited. 
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Operators Association (MBOA), which 
includes the dive shops, started an exper-
iment: a privately funded program to 
patrol the marine protected areas and put 
a halt to illegal-fishing operations. The 
program was an immediate success, lead-
ing to seizures of illegal fishing boats and 
nets, and even arresting fishermen violat-
ing the marine protection regulations.

Realizing that the economic and envi-
ronmental future of Malapascua rests 
on the protection of these threshers and 
rays, it was agreed in December 2010 at 
a MBOA meeting to continue the proj-
ect full time and have patrols monitor 
Monad Shoal 24 hours a day. In order to 
fund the patrols, nine of the dive shops 
on Malapascua have begun implement-
ing a voluntary Monad Shoal fee of 50 
Philippine pesos (about $1.15) per dive 
out on the Shoal. 

The fund is collected and administered 
directly by the group of participating dive 
shops, and no government agencies inter-
vene. The dive shops have pledged that 
every peso collected will go into sustain-
ing the patrols, protecting the threshers, 
and proactive conservation efforts such as 
installation of additional boundary lines jU
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www.iguanareefi nn.com
011-501-226-0213

Belize Diving Services at Iguana Reef Inn

www.belizedivingservices.com
011-501-226-0143

EXHILARATING DIVING. EXTRAORDINARY SERVICE. 

EXCEPTIONAL ACCOMMODATIONS. 

The premier destination for 
group dive travel in Belize, 
on beautiful Caye Caulker
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www.divegearusa.com
1-877-DIV-GEAR (348-4327)
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• Totes • Accessories

The apparel of 

choice for divers 

who expect nothing 

but the best in 

quality and style

The apparel of 

choice for divers 

who expect nothing 

but the best in 

quality and style
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in the water and education projects in 
local schools.

Additionally, former local fishermen 
are staffing the patrol boats; as of now, 
seven families have guaranteed income 
through the project. “Working with the 
locals to protect Monad Shoal is a true 
win-win situation,” said Roland Pleiter, 
manager of the Seaquest Dive Center on 
Malapascua, one of the leading voices in 
the effort to protect the thresher sharks. 
“We are able to put money back into the 
local economy and educate individu-
als on the importance of protecting the 
resource (Monad Shoal). It’s a model that 
could easily be duplicated in other frag-
ile environments around the world, and 
we hope to roll it out to all the dive sites 
here on Malapascua.”

While locals have mostly embraced the 
efforts, Pleiter is quick to point out that 
many fishermen weren’t initially happy 
with the restrictions placed on their fish-
ing activities, even if they were illegal. 
The patrols made their first stop after 
only three weeks in operation, catching 
a fisherman who was arrested on the spot 
by local authorities after catching a devil 
ray and forced to pay a fine of 500 pesos 
($11.50). There is talk of implementing a 
plan that repeat offenders may also face 
jail time, which would result in several 
days of lost income. Dive shops believe 
the initial incidents have been helpful in 
creating awareness for the patrols and 
encouraging talk among residents regard-
ing the consequences of illegal fishing.

In its first three months of operation, 
the protection fund collected approxi-
mately $2,300, and the fund will require 
a minimum of $80 per month in order 
to pay the staff needed to patrol the area. 
Additional costs such as gas and boat 
maintenance will also need to come out 
of the fund over time; participating dive 
shops currently pay these expenses. “Our 
goal is to eventually acquire a larger boat, 
which can stay permanently out on the 
reef,” said Pleiter.  

Saving the threshers has become a 
global effort — divers can follow the 
protection project and get updates via the 
Malapascua Marine Preservation Fund 
Facebook and Twitter pages. “We know 
the draw of the thresher shark is what 
brings divers here,” said Pleiter. “It’s up to 
us as an industry to protect this environ-
ment and ensure generations of threshers 
remain here for years to come.”   

The greatest threat to malapascua’s 

thresher sharks is illegal fishing.

we are able to put 
money back into the local 
economy and educate indi-
viduals on the importance 
of protecting the resource 
(Monad shoal).


