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In the depths of  the sea, 
a predator lazily swims about, 
recognizing vibrations in the 
water with its sensitive glands. 
Existing for over 400 million 
years and surviving fi ve 
major extinctions, the shark 
continues to both mystify and 
terrify human beings. 

“Sharks are kind of  like giant 
cats, essentially. They swim by, 
they’re curious. Of  course, 
they are natural predators, so 
when people hear predators, 
of  course they’re going to be 
afraid. That just means that 
they hunt, looking for food,” 
said FC alumnus Carigan 
Wendelgast, a member of  the 
WAVE foundation, an aquatic 
life conservation program. 
“There’s nothing really to be 
afraid of. They’re just kind of  
their own little thing.”

Wendelgast, who grew up 
with a love of  sharks after 
seeing the movie “Jaws,” 
volunteered at the Newport 
Aquarium in Newport, 
Kentucky during the summer 
of  2013. Occasionally, she 
would work with small sharks, 
where visitors would crowd 
around the tank, eager to pet 
them. 

“I mainly worked with 
leopard cat sharks, baby nurse 
sharks, and striped cat sharks 
as well. They’re small little 
sharks, not too big, nothing 
with humongous teeth or 
anything,” said Wendelgast.  

Her interest in sharks 
started with the horror movie 
“Jaws.”

“I had always been a horror 
movie fanatic, and when I fi rst 
saw ‘Jaws,’ I thought it would 
be so cool to work with those 
sharks. So I started getting 
books, going to the library, and 
reading up on marine animals 
and I just fell in love instantly,” 
said Wendelgast.

Junior Erin O’Farrell 
saw things similarly, seeing 
the predators as vital and 
necessary species in the marine 
ecosystem. 

“I like sharks because I 
realize that they are a keystone 
species in the ocean. They help 
maintain a lot of  populations 
and take care of  the ecosystem 
and allow it to function as 
it should, so they’re really 
important,” said O’Farrell.

Sharks, however, rarely get 
this respect. They have a bad 
reputation for being predators  
and scare many beachgoers. 

“It’s not that I dislike them 
as long as they aren’t near 

me. If  I saw one in 
the water, however, I 
would freak out,” said 
sophomore Michayla 
Cline. 

Aquariums are 
a way to conserve 
sharks, protecting them 
from environmental 
stressors.

“Sharks used to be 
very diffi cult to be kept 
in captivity, but the tank 
size at many aquariums 
are enormous at this 
point and they can 
house many different 
species of  sharks that 
were at one time, the 
sharks would end up 
damaging themselves 
if  the tanks were too 
small,” said science 
teacher Randy Hein. 

However, unlike 
Wendelgast and 
O’Farrell, who saw 
‘Jaws’ and were intrigued by 
the sharks, Hein became more 
wary of  the predators.

“I got to admit, yeah, I’m 
wary around sharks. When 
I was little, ‘Jaws’ came out 
when I was probably seven or 
eight years old. I wasn’t taken 
to see the movie. My uncle saw 
it, and described some of  the 
scenes in it and it just sounded 
absolutely terrifying to me,” 
said Hein. “Even though you 
look at the movie today, the 
animation looks a little hokey, 
looks a little fake because 
it’s not CGI stuff, computer 
graphics, or painted in to look 
so realistic, but it made a very 
strong impression.”

However, sharks rarely seek 
out people as prey.  

“I can see why they are 
afraid of  sharks. They are very 
intimidating, but the chances 
of  you getting attacked by 
a shark are very slim,” said 
O’Farrell. “I know movies like 
‘Jaws’ make it seem like that’s 
not the case, but we need to 
focus on the positive aspects 
of  sharks and what they do for 
the oceans that we enjoy. More 
people are killed by vending 
machines every year than they 
are killed by sharks.”

Wendelgast explained why 
shark attacks occur. 

“Most sharks are color 
blind, so they can’t really 
determine what you are. They 
nudge you, and It’s just part 
of  their natural habit to know 
what you are and feel for you,” 
said Wendelgast.

This can be a shock when 
swimming, but is better than 
the alternative, in which the 
shark attacks. 

“Yes, shark attacks can be 
very scary. But from beneath, 
a shark goes really down deep 
and comes up to get their prey 
as a surprise technique. So 
whenever people get attacked 
by sharks, they obviously feel 
surprised,” said Wendelgast. 
“From below, if  you’re on a 
surfboard or swimming, your 
shadow casts you as something 
completely different than a 
human being. So their instinct 
is to come up and take a bite 
to see what you are.

Due to their strategies for 
hunting, sharks may remain 
undetectable in the water. 

“You can’t see very well 
down in the murky water, 
especially along the coastline 
in a beach, because it’s so 
churned up. Often times you 
can’t see clearly, so you think 
about what might be down 
underneath the water where 
you can’t see,” said Hein. 

Shark attacks also happen 
more often during 
the summer months, 
because more people 
are in the water. With 
many FC students 
packing their bathing 
suits and heading 
to the beach this 
summer, the threat of  
a shark attack typically 
remains in the back of  
their minds.

“I think it’s partly 
because of  a matter 
of  odds. You put 
more bodies in the 
water, you’re going to have 
more opportunities for the 
encounter of  a shark and a 
human. Sharks aren’t known 
for actually seeking and 
hunting out humans as a 

primary source of  food, and 
I think the majority of  shark 
bites are a chance encounter,” 
said Hein.

Some precautions to take to 
avoid being bitten by a shark 
are to not wear fl ashy jewellery 
and not swim erratically in an 
open area where a shark could 
mistake you for an injured 
animal.

 “I think the sharks are 
opportunistic and I think they 
will respond instinctively to 
movement, so sometimes that 
movement might be erratic, or 
they see the fl ash of  jewellery, 
so that could trigger the signal 
of  a wounded fi sh. It’s not 
going to stop and think about 
what it’s doing,” said Hein.

These instincts have given 
sharks a bad reputation, 
causing many species of  
sharks to become endangered, 
especially as more and more 
are removed from the ocean to 
appease the human appetite.

“I think sharks are 
endangered because their 
populations are overexploited, 
like using their fi ns for 
delicacies, and people don’t 
respect their roles in the 
environment,” said O’Farrell. 

Overfi shing is another 
threat to sharks that may 
increase in summer months 
when the weather is nicer. 

“There is a lot of  fi shing 
that happens. There’s 
something called fi nning 
where sharks fi ns are taken 
for money. There’s a lot of  
shark attacks, but there’s also 
a lot of  fi sherman. Which 
one is worse? In my opinion, 
I believe that there are more 
fi shermen than there are shark 
attacks,” said Wendelgast.

Along with overfi shing, 
more tourists, including 
students going to the beach 
for summer vacation, may also 
endanger sharks by disturbing 
their ecosystem. 

“As you increase beach 
traffi c, and you have more 
people, there’s going to be a 
percentage of  those people 
that don’t appreciate sharks. 
They think the only good 
shark would be a dead shark,” 
said Hein. “If  you have more 
people, you’re going to have a 
higher percent of  individuals 
that don’t have an appreciation 
or even tolerance for any 
shark. They certainly don’t 
appreciate the role that they 
play or unique features that 
they show or display that are 
special to them.”

Even with the threat, Cline 
still enjoys going to the beach, 
whether involves laying in the 
sand or playing in the water.

“I just lay down and either 
sleep or read. I enjoy tanning 
and occasionally getting in the 
water to cool off,” said Cline.

Hein remains apprehensive 
about going into deep water, 
but even he cannot resist the 

beach’s appeal.
“I still like the 

beach, because 
there’s so much 
diversity, seeing 
things washed up 
into the beach, 
especially after 
a storm. You’ll 
see so much life. 
You’ll see so many 
different organisms 
and different types 
of  seaweed and 
algae, even non-
living objects 

Like driftwood and shells,” 
said Hein. “When you start 
swimming out and you’re 
about waist deep and about 
chest deep, you think that’s 
far enough. Even then, shark 
attacks can come in a couple 
feet of  water, knee deep or 
so. It does run through your 
mind, and I will say it does 
make me a little bit alarmed.”

O’Farrell does not believe 
that the beach should be 
avoided. She suggests that 
students visiting the beach on 
vacation should still have fun, 
and not worry about a shark 
biting into them while they 
swim in the ocean. 

“I’m never paranoid about 
a shark attack whenever I’m 
swimming in the ocean,” said 
O’Farrell. “People should not 
be avoiding the beach. They 
should still enjoy it, because 
I think people are just too 
paranoid about sharks more 
than they should be.”

Summer break sends sharks into
troubled waters

Fin Facts
Shark fi nning refers to the removal and 
retention of shark fi ns and the discard at 
sea of the carcass.

The shark is most 
oft en still alive 
when it is tossed 
back into the 
water. Unable to swim, 
the shark slowly sinks toward 
the bott om where it is eaten alive by 
other fi sh.

Shark specialists estimate that 100 million sharks are killed 
for their fi ns, annually.

One pound of dried shark fi n can retail for $300 or more. It’s a 
multi-billion dollar industry.

Source: SharkWater.com

To volunteer and become a part of the marine experience, go to www.wavefoundation.org

“As you increase beach 
traffi  c, and you have more 
people, there’s going to be a 
percentage of those people 
that don’t appreciate sharks. 
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This graphic shows how sharks see a surfer at the water’s surface, and how 
similar they look to sea turtles and sea lions - natural prey of sharks.


