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Born
46-60cm

Immature
<17yrs

Mature
>20yrs

Max Size 20m
Max age 100yrs

WHALE SHARKS
It is a common belief that female whale sharks 
tend to be larger than males.  This is true for 
most other sharks and also for baleen whales.

The Whale shark inhabits both deep waters and shallow 
waters with temperatures between 21° and 30°C but 
tolerates water up to 3°C degrees in some cases. Their 
favourite habitats are coastal areas with abundant food. 
Whales prefer temperatures from 10-25°C.

•  Species Rhincodon typus
• Shark (a cartilaginous fish)
• Cold blooded
•  Skeleton of  

cartilage
•  Breathes  

through gills

WHALE SHARK ANATOMY WHALE SHARK FEEDING

PELAGIC FISH
Whale sharks are a pelagic 
species, meaning they live and 
feed primarily in the pelagic 
zone - a column of ocean that 
is neither close to the bottom 
nor near the shore.

SOLITARY BUT NEVER ALONE
Whale sharks are solitary animals however 
they are known to aggregate in areas with 
an abundance of plankton.  When swimming 
alongside our spotty friends you may notice 
other fish hanging out underneath. These 
may be Remoras. Remoras are fish that have 
a symbiotic relationship with many large sea 
animals. They attach to their host by a sucker 
on top of their head. They clean the host’s 
skin of parasites and eat left-over scraps, 
whilst the host in turn provides protection 
and transportation for the remora.

WHALE SHARK vs WHALE

WORLD MAP

Cenderawasih Bay
WEST PAPUA 

While whale sharks are mostly solitary animals, 
they are known to feed in large groups. 

The behaviour has been documented in  
Cenderawasih Bay, West Papua, the most marine 
biodiverse waters on earth.

FILTER-FEEDING SHARKS
Besides whale sharks, the megamouth shark and the basking shark are the 
only other species of shark that filter-feed.

MEGAMOUTH SHARK
(Megachasma pelagios)

Size: 4-5m long
Range:  Indian, Pacific and 

Atlantic Oceans.
There have only been 17 
recorded sightings of the 
species since 1976.

BASKING SHARK (Cetorhinus maximus)

Size: 6-9m long
Range:  Cool and temperate 

waters around  
the world.

The basking shark  
gets its name  
from ‘basking’ in  
surface waters.

GILL SLITS
Long, vertical 
openings that 
filter plankton-

rich water.

TEETH
Over 300 rows  

of tiny teeth how- 
ever they are not 
used for feeding. 

EYES
Can be rolled 

inward for 
protection.
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CLASPERS
Male genitalia 

used to transfer 
semen to 
females.

LATERAL 
RIDGES

These ridges  
can be up to
15cm thick.

CLOACAL 
OPENING

Female genitalia 
and waste 
excretion.

ANAL FIN
For stabilisation.

PAIRED 
PELVIC FINS

For stabilisation.

PAIRED 
PECTORAL FINS
For lift and turning.

TRANSVERSE 
MOUTH

Up to 1m wide and 
sucks in plankton-

rich water.

CAUDAL KEEL
Lateral keel before 

tail fin aids in 
streamlining for 

efficient tail strokes.

Whale shark gills can filter particles 
as small as 1mm. That’s about  
the width of the tip of a pencil.

Microplankton 
at actual size.

Microplankton 
at approx 2000x 

actual size.

Dorsal Fin

Pectoral 
Fins

Fluke Horizontal
Swim by undulating 

up and down.

2nd 
Dorsal Fin

Anal Fins
Pelvic Fins Pectoral FinsVertical Caudal Fin

Swim by undulating side to side.

1st 
Dorsal Fin

Over 300 rows  
of tiny teeth
Use gills to filter 
food from water.

Both animals 
filter-feed for 
plankton and 

small fish.

Mouth full 
of baleen 

plates
Use baleen 

to filter food  
from water.

THE WHALE SHARK

BALEEN WHALES

•  Many species
• Mammal
• Warm blooded
• Skeleton of bone
• Breathes through blowhole

FEEDING HABITS
The whale shark feeding method consists of filtering water for plankton 
using suction and filtration. Whale sharks undertake both passive and active 
feeding strategies. 

Whale sharks use three feeding methods:

Passive: swimming slowly with mouth open, straining plankton from the water;

Vertical:  floating vertically, with little to no forward movement, using a suction 
method to draw prey into their mouths; and

Active: suction filter-feeding while swimming steadily, enabling the whale 
sharks to draw water into their mouths at higher velocities. This type of 
feeding is also called “ram-filter feeding”.


