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Report prepared by: Dr Carley Kilpatrick 
Phone: 0401 042 849 
Email: carley.bansemer@uqconnect.edu.au 

Overview 
Grey Nurse Shark Watch (GNS Watch) is a citizen science research and monitoring program 
that engages a broad cross-section of the community and ultimately aims to use the data 
obtained (through our 315 registered members, 571 Facebook followers and research team) 
to improve the conservation management of the grey nurse shark (GNS) in Australia and to 
help the Critically Endangered east coast population to recover.  

More than 540 GNS surveys and or photo-records have been completed and uploaded to the 
website by 37 different GNS Watch members since the programs launch in 2011. These 
comprise, at least 175 visual counts, 422 GNS photo-surveys or photo-records from 44 
different sites between (and including) Lady Elliot Island in Queensland and Montague Island 
in New South Wales. Of these, 106 were site custodian surveys carried out by 27 different 
members across 24 different locations.  

The maximum number of GNS counted within any scheduled survey period (between 
July/August 2011 and July/August 2014) across all sites surveyed in a particular survey 
period to date is 88. However, these sharks were counted from 3 sites (Wolf Rock, Fish Rock 
and Manta Arch at South Solitary Island) and other sites surveyed during this period had ‘nil’ 
reports of sharks. The low numbers in the visual counts can be attributed to poor coverage of 
sites south of Fish Rock that typically have relatively large congregations of GNS (i.e. Cod 
Grounds, sites around Broughton Island and Little Broughton Island, Big and Little Seal 
Rocks and other sites around Forster and the Tollgate Islands).  

We cannot yet report definitively on the total number of sharks identified from photos 
provided in recent years due to the magnificent support we have received, but we’re working 
on it!  More than 20,000 photos have been provided since the program’s launch in 2011, 
including 4270 historic photos that pre-date the launch of GNS Watch – a huge challenge for 
our GNS Watch research coordinator in their mostly volunteer role. 

It is important to note, that while all photos are checked and processed, only about 5% are 
approved and added to the photo-library for the east coast population of GNS. Generally, 
only one photo of each side of a shark is kept per site/per day and all additional photos and 
photos that are not suitable for photo-identification are deleted.  

From the photos processed to date, 994 different GNS and their photo-recapture histories 
(3452 photos and their associated data) have been approved and uploaded to the Grey 
Nurse Shark National Photo Library available to all GNS Watch members via our website. 
These photo records range from 1991 to 2014 (although the majority of these are from 
research conducted between 2006 and 2008).  
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The majority of photos (approx. 1500 out of 1800) from both scheduled survey seasons in 
2014 have been analysed and so far 238 have been approved and added to the photo 
library. From the 41 site-custodian surveys completed at 13 different sites, 110 different 
sharks were identified (52 males, 54 females and 4 unknown). Of these, 6 sharks had fishing 
gear present and 11 sharks had jaw injuries.  

Of the 110 sharks identified, 62 sharks were new to the photo-library and 48 were photo-
recaptures (i.e. these sharks have a photo-history in the library). The photo-recapture rate is 
thought high, considering the photos that they were being compared to were mostly taken 
between 2006 and 2008.  

The GNS Watch team is extremely enthused with the interest in the program and support 
from our many volunteers. Our top challenge for 2015 is to increase the number of different 
sites surveyed during our biannual site custodian surveys (where volunteers conduct a visual 
count of all sharks present and take side on photographs suitable for individual photo 
recognition of as many different sharks as possible).  

How?  

1. Incentives: For the first time, we have introduced prizes for our participants in the 
January/February and July/August site custodian surveys (generously donated by Sea 
World on the Gold Coast and the Merlin Entertainments Group): 

 
a. Provided by the Merlin Entertainments Group include: 

• A 2 night stay at Hotham with ski passes for up to 4 people. 
• 2 x single entry, double passes to all 5 of Merlin Entertainments Sydney 

attractions: 
o WILD LIFE Sydney Zoo,  
o SEA LIFE Sydney Aquarium,  
o Madame Tussauds Sydney,  
o Sydney Tower Eye, and 
o Manly SEA LIFE Sanctuary. 

• Sydney Tower Eye Sky Walk for a family of 4. 
• Shark Dive Xtreme at UnderWater World Sea Life Mooloolaba for 2 people 

(including admission). 
• A single entry, double pass to one of the 5 Merlin Entertainments Sydney 

attractions (one for each attraction to be won).  
• Underwater World Sea Life Mooloolaba Seal Swim for 2 including admission, 

and last but not least 
• A once in a lifetime experience to travel out with SEA LIFE Mooloolaba staff to 

release rehabilitated sea turtles.  
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b. Provided by Sea World on the Gold Coast include: 
• A tropical Reef Snorkel at Sea World’s Shark Bay, and 
• 2 x VIP MAGIC Passes to visit Movie World, Sea World and Wet’n’Wild 

Gold Coast as many times as you like between 1 July 2015 to 30 June 
2016. 

 

2. Grey Nurse Shark Watch Volunteer Training Video: 
 

 
 

https://www.facebook.com/GreyNurseSharkWatch/videos 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ejdqVZbWC74 
 

 
A year or so after the launch of GNS Watch, Peter Huettner owner of Scuba Haven Port 
Macquarie and member of the Port Macquarie Underwater Research Group, 
suggested a methods video (even a simple video recording of a powerpoint 
presentation) as an alternative or in addition to our methods manual for divers who are 
keen to participate in the GNS Watch program. 
 
In 2014 and early 2015, we managed to produce and distribute our first Grey Nurse 
Shark Watch Volunteer Training Video, a feat that would not have been possible without 
the generous inkind contributions of our experts: editor, Damian Caniglia and 
cinematographer, Darren Jew. 
 
The Grey Nurse Shark Watch Volunteer Training Video contains just enough information 
about our program and its methods to inform our supporters and importantly to assist our 
volunteers to carry out opportunistic or site custodian surveys. 

3. Dive Shop Liaison: Our GNS Watch Research coordinator will continue to contact 
supporting dive shops that frequent GNS aggregation sites during each of the scheduled 
survey periods to encourage their support in assisting with or completing ‘site custodian 
surveys’ and offer to directly upload their visual survey data on their behalf to the GNS 
Watch website. 
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Introduction 

The grey nurse shark (Carcharias taurus) is one of Australia’s most endangered species with 
only 1500 thought to remain within the east coast subpopulation. Accordingly, this 
subpopulation is listed under the IUCN Red List as Critically Endangered. 

Grey Nurse Shark Watch (GNS Watch) was launched in June 2011 and is a citizen science 
research and monitoring program that engages a broad cross-section of our community and 
ultimately aims to use the data obtained through our volunteers and research team to 
improve the conservation management of the GNS in Australia and to help the Critically 
Endangered east coast population to recover.  

The GNS Watch program uses visual counts and photographs of GNS collected 
opportunistically throughout the year and during two annual scheduled surveys to photo-
identify and photo-recapture individual sharks (from the unique spot patterns on the sides of 
each shark).  

GNS Watch seeks, collates, analyses and reports on data provided by our volunteers and 
researchers and aims to contribute to six of ten objectives in the 2014 National Recovery 
Plan (Recovery Plan) for this critically endangered species.  

Specifically, GNS Watch aims to: 

1. For the first time, monitor the numbers of the Australian east coast population of grey 
nurse sharks and determine if it is increasing, stable or declining,  

2. Provide information on the distribution and movements at different stages in their life 
history,  

3. Provide data to enable interactions with commercial and recreational fishing gear to be 
quantified, along with associated injuries and any shark recovery, 

4. Help to identify new aggregation sites,  
5. Increase public awareness, and importantly,  
6. GNS Watch through community and researcher photos will provide good data for 

management purposes via an open and transparent mechanism that involves interested 
parties. 

 
Methods 
 
GNS Watch seeks and collates ‘opportunistic data’ and ‘site custodian scheduled survey 
data’ to achieve its outcomes.  

The methods are essentially the same, photographs of the side of grey nurse sharks are 
taken to enable photo-identification and photographic recaptures and divers visually count 
the maximum number of GNS seen in one field of view (broken down into several categories) 
during their dive. It is the quantity and the time dedicated to these tasks that vary. 
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Opportunistic data, means, one or more, side on photos of GNS and/or a visual count 
carried out, at any time of year. 

Opportunistic surveys and photographs submitted by GNS Watch members are important 
and will assist us to identify new aggregation sites, investigate GNS distribution, interactions 
with fishing gear, reproductive behaviours, demographics, and movements.  

Site custodian scheduled surveys are carried out twice a year within a 2-month window 
(during summer and winter). Any GNS Watch volunteer diver can be a site custodian, all they 
need to do is dedicate one of more of their normal dives during the survey period to visually 
count the maximum number of GNS observed in a single field of view (including a breakdown 
to sex, approx. size and presence/absence of fishing gear) and to take side on photographs 
suitable for photo-identification of as many GNS as possible. NB. More detailed information 
and instruction on our methods can be found in our methods manual accessible through our 
website to all GNS Watch members. 
 
The timing of scheduled surveys is designed to maximize coverage of GNS present in the 
east coast population allowing for the variation in their site occupancy and movement 
patterns throughout the year and during the various stages in their life history. It also allows 
comparison of data with four surveys conducted between 2006 and 2008 during a PhD study 
using the same methods as employed by GNS Watch.  
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Results 
 
Volunteer participation 
Fig. 1. Total number of new GNS Watch members per year 

 
 
Fig. 2. Site custodian nominations  

 
 
Fig. 3. Site custodian surveys completed 
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Visual Surveys Figs. 4a-d. Visual Surveys, max number of sharks counted at each site 
surveyed per year.  
 
Fig. 4a. 2011 (NB. GNS Watch was launched in June 2011) 
 

 
 
 
Fig. 4b. 2012
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Fig. 4c. 2013 
 

 
 
 
Fig. 4d. 2014 
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Photo-identification records and surveys  
 
Table 1. Preliminary photo data – total number of individual sharks identified.  
 
 Total    ♀ 

 

♂ 

 

Unknown 
sex 

Fishing 
Gear 

present 

Jaw 
Injury 

Spinal 
deformity 

2014* 110 54 52 4 6 11 1 

1991-
2014 994 495 494 0 95 72 10 

*The 2014 data currently only contains photos-records and surveys from January/February 
and July/August survey periods.  Further, several additional surveys have been completed 
during these periods by researchers and site custodians that have not yet been provided to 
the GNS Watch team for inclusion in this data. 

Fig. 5. Total number of individual sharks identified at each site combined for the 2014 
January/February and July/August site custodian surveys.  
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Figs. 6a-c. Sites where GNS have been recorded during a GNS Watch visual survey 
and/or a photo-identification survey (or record). 

Fig. 6a 
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Fig. 6b 

 



	  

Grey	  Nurse	  Shark	  Watch	  –	  December	  2014	  First	  Report	  to	  Members	  

	  

carley.bansemer@uqconnect.edu.au 
sue.sargent@fauna-flora.org 

13	  

Fig. 6c 
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GNS Watch Volunteer Hall of Fame/Top 10 GNS Watch  

Fig. 7. 

 

Each year from 2014, the GNS Watch Volunteer with the most approved photos and greatest 
number of different GNS identified from their photos will be given the title of ‘GNS Watch 
Volunteer Hero’ of the year.  

For 2014, this award goes to John Gransbury who has provided GNS Watch thousands of 
GNS photos from 2010 to 2014 from 15 different GNS aggregation sites (including a new 
aggregation site that appears to be a nursery area off Forster, now known as Forster 
Nursery). So far, and only from John’s photos taken during the 2014 survey periods 33 
different GNS have been identified from his photos. 

 

Our	  runner	  up	  for	  2014	  goes	  to	  Tony	  Isaacson	  from	  DiveCareDare,	  who,	  despite	  his	  many	  
other	  commitments	  is	  the	  diver	  with	  the	  greatest	  number	  of	  surveys	  to	  date.	  	  Watch	  out	  
John,	  he’s	  right	  behind	  you!	  	  
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GNS Watch volunteers who have completed the greatest number of site custodian 
surveys 
 

1. Tony Isaacson, DiveCareDare 
2. John Gransbury, Professional Dive Services 
3. Cheryl Maughan, Wolf Rock Dive 
4. Tatjana Schwanke, Byron Bay Dive Centre 
5. Mike Davey, Jetty Dive 
6. Bill Barker, Nature Coast Marine Group 
7. Carley Kilpatrick, Grey Nurse Shark Watch 
8. Chris Roelfsema, Unidive 
9. Ian Leishman, Aquosity Photography 
10. Alistair Revell, Nautilus Scuba Supercat 

 
GNS Watch volunteers who have completed the greatest number of visual surveys 
(counts of sharks) 

1. Cheryl Maughan, Wolf Rock Dive 
2. Carley Kilpatrick, Grey Nurse Shark Watch 
3. Tony Isaacson, DiveCareDare 
4. Chris Roelfsema, Unidive 
5. Ian Leishman, Aquosity Photography 
6. Tatjana Schwanke, Byron Bay Dive Centre 
7. Alistair Revell, Nautilus Scuba Supercat 
8. Bill Barker, Nature Coast Marine Group  
9. Mike Davey, Jetty Dive 
10. Johana Chicher 

 

Recognition of historic contributions 

Many people have dedicated their recreational dives in the past to capture side on photos of 
GNS to assist with their research and conservation along the east coast of Australia. Their 
photos and dedication are the foundation of GNS Watch and form a large part of the National 
GNS photo-catalogue and database.  The top ten ‘historical contributors of photos that form 
part of the GNS photo-catalogue (excluding Carley and Alan Kilpatrick) are: 

1 Peter Hitchens and South West Rocks Dive Centre 
2 Amber Walsh 
3 Peter Simpson, Spot a Shark 
4 David Harasti 
5 Kevin Phillips, Wolf Rock Dive 
6 Michael McFayden 
7 Mark Gray, Sundive Byron Bay 
8 Rod Peterlin, Jervis Bay Divers Club 
9 Damian Siviero, Damian Siviero Photography 
10 Ron Henry, ANU Scuba Club 
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Conclusions 
 
The Grey Nurse Shark Watch (GNS Watch) program is off to a great start with an incredible 
number of photos uploaded directly to the website or provided to our GNS Watch research 
coordinator. Overall, the trend is very positive and the total number of site custodian survey 
nominations received, site custodian surveys successfully completed and the number of 
different sites surveyed have continued to increase as program awareness and eminence 
grows.  
 
In order for the GNS Watch team to keep track of GNS numbers through time, greater site 
coverage is still required during both our January/February and July/August annual 
scheduled survey periods. The program relies primarily on the diving community for its data 
and as every diver knows the weather regularly plays havoc with diving plans.  As such, in 
addition to working closely with dive shops and clubs who frequent particularly sites, it is 
extremely important to have multiple GNS Watch volunteers plan and try to carry out a site 
custodian surveys at each site.  This is especially important at aggregation sites where large 
numbers of GNS are expected during a particular survey season. 
 
In Queensland, further progress has been made to enhance coverage of less frequented 
sites through the support of Underwater World SEA LIFE Mooloolaba staff who successfully 
obtained a grant to cover their operational costs to survey some of these sites during the 
scheduled survey seasons in 2015. Sea World on the Gold Coast has also offered up to 5 
days inkind support during our winter 2015 survey to help increase site coverage in 
Queensland and/or southern NSW.  
 
In NSW, our main concern is poor coverage at a few sites that have relatively large 
congregations of GNS during both survey periods. Ensuring coverage at these sites is critical 
to the success of the programs aims. Of most concern are Big and Little Seal Rocks (and 
other sites near Forster and Seal Rocks), Broughton Island and Little Broughton Island sites, 
Cod Grounds and Mermaid Reef, off Laurieton and the Tollgate Islands.  
 
Some photo-survey data gaps since the programs launch are expected to be filled from 
volunteers or researchers that have completed site custodian surveys between 2011 and 
2014 but have not yet provided their data to the GNS Watch team or uploaded it directly to 
the GNS Watch website. 
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Moving forward 
 
During the past 2 years, the GNS Watch research coordinator (primarily in a volunteer 
capacity) has focused efforts on ensuring new data is being gathered and uploaded to the 
website (particularly during the biannual survey seasons), uploading the base (historic) 
photo-library and associated data onto the database, working with the GNS Watch ‘IT guru’ 
to fine tune the database and ensure accuracy of the data presented to the research team, 
stakeholders and GNS Watch members, enhance the public web interface and data access 
to encourage repeat participation and volunteer experience and last, but not least, with the 
support of professional editor Damian Caniglia and cinematographer Darren Jew, develop 
and distribute via the internet a GNS Watch Volunteer training video.  

The primary focus for 2015 is to continue to: 

• Engage with our volunteers, stakeholders and supporters,  
• Seek volunteer participation,  
• Engage with the dive industry, conservation groups and others that may be able to 

help ensure better coverage of several critical sites – particularly in central to 
southern NSW, 

• Catch-up with the photo-analysis and ensure the ongoing distribution of GNS Watch 
results. 
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PROJECT SUPPORT 

This project is currently supported by Fauna & Flora International Australia through funding 
from the Australian Government's Caring for our Country, Reef Check Australia and the 
University of Queensland.  
 
Past support for this project was generously provided by Australian Capital Equity and the 
Ronald Geoffrey Arnott Foundation (managed by Perpetual), the Burnett Mary Regional 
Group for Natural Resource Management Ltd., Queensland Department of Environment and 
Heritage Protection and Department of National Parks, Recreation, Sport and 
Racing and the University of Queensland.  
 
Reef Check Australia is the host of the Grey Nurse Shark Watch website and database, and 
is also helping to promote opportunities for community engagement in the project.  

The GNS Watch project team (Dr Carley Kilpatrick, Sue Sargent, Professor Mike Bennett and 
Deborah Bowden) would like to take this opportunity to thank Jennifer Loder, General 
Manager, Reef Check Australia for her genuine support, dedication to and belief in GNS 
Watch and for walking side by side with us on this journey from the very start to bring the 
GNS Watch vision to life and get the program to where we are today.  

We would also like to thank Gareck Packer who is responsible for giving GNS Watch ‘life’ by 
developing the database, web-interface, resolving problems and enhancing its capabilities. 
GNS Watch, contains relatively complex data and the development of queries to enable 
accurate dissemination of the raw data to the project team and its detailed interrogation 
required considerable skill, patience and perseverance. We thank Gareck for creating and 
enabling such a great tool to store, keep safe and interrogate such important information 
about this critically endangered species for our team and GNS Watch members to use and to 
inform all stakeholders about the programs results. 

To our individual diver volunteers who are too numerous to thank individually, we are 
sincerely grateful for your support. In addition, several dive shops and clubs have gone out of 
their way to support GNS Watch and our volunteers, encourage participation and even let 
their staff carry out a site custodian surveys when conditions allow.  

Particular mention goes to Chris Roelfsema (Unidive), Big Cat Reality (for their support of Ian 
Leishman), Wolf Rock Dive (Cheryl and Cassie), Nautilus Scuba Super Cat (Alistair Revell), 
Tony Issaacson (DiveCareDare), John Gransbury (Professional Dive Services), Jon Cragg 
(Fish Rock Dive Centre, past and future staff/trainees and Tony Isaacson), Jim Dodd (Lets 
Go Adventures) and Bondi Dive Centre (staff and customers).   
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A few highlight stories and great photo-recaptures to date!  

GNS Watch would not exist today without the generosity and challenge grant provided by 
Ryan Stokes through Australian Capital Equity. As a gesture of thanks, Ryan was offered the 
the opportunity to name a mature female GNS that became part of the Missing in Action 
(MIA) research program.  Ryan, CEO of Australian Capital Equity, stated “Australian Capital 
Equity is proud to support this important research project to build understanding of the grey 
nurse shark, and through this project is helping to develop better ways to protect sharks like 
Grace.”  
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Wolf Rock, the northernmost aggregation site in Qld supports half the breeding population of 
GNS with female sharks remaining at the site for most of their 9-12 month gestation before 
migrating south to pup. But where do the other 50% of pregnant feamles go, is there an 
unidentified missing aggregation site? 

Professor Bennett and Dr Kilpatrick are supervising PhD student Deborah Bowden who they 
hope will lead them closer to identifying where the ‘missing’ 50% of mature females 
congregate. This challenging research quest is the other core research focus of the Grey 
Nurse Shark Reseach and Community Education Program known as ‘Missing in Action’.  

A mature female GNS was photographed at Lady Elliot Island and with mating scars! Is there 
somewhere closeby that our missing pregnant GNS are congregating at during gestaion? 
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Manly Sea Life sanctuary staff (Sea Life Aquariums) rescued two juvenile GNS at Magic 
Point off Maroubra. Industrial strength elastic was removed from around the head and gills of 
one GNS in February (Fig 1) and fishing hooks were removed from the jaw of another in 
June (see: http://www.sydneyaquarium.com.au/…/dramatic-shark-rescue-f…/ and 
http://www.sydneyaquarium.com.au/news/second-shark-rescue/ for full stories). 
 

Several, GNS Watch site custodians and volunteers have provided GNS Watch photos of the 
first rescued GNS (prior to and after their capture) enabling GNS Watch members (through 
your photos the GNS Watch photo library and query options on our webpage) to monitor its 
survival into the future. 
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Several GNS have been named by our GNS Watch volunteers to say thanks for their time 
and success in completing a GNS photo and visual survey during our scheduled survey 
seasons.  
 
GNS, Chezza and Big Kev received their names in recognition of the contribution Cheryl 
Maughan and Kevin Phillips of Wolf Rock Dive (https://www.facebook.com/wolfrockdive) 
have made to GNS research and conservation.  
 
Chezza, was first photographed at Fish Rock in January 2006, again at Big Seal Rock in 
February 2008 and she made her debut at Wolf Rock on 23 January 2014 when she was 
observed with healed mating scars. 
 
Big Kev, has only one record so far on the database and this was at Wolf Rock on 27 
November 2007 during the mating season where he was observed with some fresh 
intraspecific battle scars of his own. 
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Jimima was first photographed as an immature shark at Seal Rocks in 2007 and 2008 and 
was photo-recaptured by GNS Watch site custodian Jim Dodd, pregnant at North Rock 
Gutters, Broughton Island on 24 August 2014. 
 
As Jim photographed both the left and right sides of this female he was offered the 
opportunity to name this particular grey nurse shark. Accordingly, Shark 459 has been 
named ‘Jimima’ (a nickname used affectionately by Jim's sister). 
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One interesting match is that of a female GNS first photographed by Dr Chris Roelfsema as 
an immature shark in 2004 at Julian Rock.  
 
Shark 347 was photographed again by Mark Gray during the winter 2013 survey also at 
Julian Rock by as a mature and possibly pregnant female trailing 'commercial like' fishing 
gear and supporting a resulting jaw injury. 
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One of many interesting photo-recaptures by our GNS Watch Volunteer Hero for 2014, John 
Gransbury was of a mature male he photographed at Flat Rock during the winter 2014 
survey. This shark (Shark 627), was first photographed at Fish Rock in September 2006 and 
then again at one of the most southern known aggregation sites Montague Island in February 
2007 as a juvenile shark. 
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Many, great photo-recaptures were also provided by our runner up GNS Watch Volunteer 
Hero for 2014, site custodian Tony Isaacson. Tony photographed Shark 532 as mature male 
at Fish Rock on 19 January 2014 and nearly 7 years prior this shark was first photographed 
as a juvenile at Fish Rock (in January 2006). He was also re-photographed at Fish Rock on 
several occasions in 2007 (1, 3 and 10 March and 29 May). 
 

 

 

Some lucky volunteers, including Jake Wilton, a dive instructor with Fish Rock Dive Centre 
that re-captured both flanks of Shark 139 on camera in May 2013, also got the chance to 
name their shark. Jake chose to name the female shark Rar, after his auntie. Others were 
rewarded for their efforts with a survey dive slate that prompts divers for the information 
needed to upload their reports to the website. 
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Many GNS Watch supporters are providing historic side photographs or video footage of 
GNS from known sites and dates. These photographs are yielding some extremely 
interesting data and may help shed more light on survival probabilities and life expectancies 
of GNS in the wild. For instance, GNS 92 was filmed by Mark Springs at Magic Point off 
Maroubra, Sydney in 1996. More than 10 years later he was photographed as a mature 
shark at Flat Rock off North Stradbroke Island. 
 
But, where is he now? 
 
The GNS Watch team is hoping that we can find a more recent photo match for GNS 92 and 
many others on the photo library from the numerous photos so generously provided by our 
supporters and participating volunteers. 

 


