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Data from the Whale Sharks at Ningaloo

Ningaloo Outlook is a Woodside -CSIRO Industry-Science Marine Research Partnership investing A$7.5 
million over five years to gather new knowledge on the Ningaloo reef and its important ecological values
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• How many adults are there? 
 - tissue collection, photo ID and 

length estimates
 - genetics to evaluate sibling pairs

Objectives



• Photograph of left and right side flank for 
identification of individuals

• Stereo video of entire shark to determine length 
of individual

• Biopsy sample for genetic analysis

We now have this data each year from 2017-2023 
(excluding 2020).

Information collected
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The roles
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Photographer (left flank)

Photographer (right flank) & tissue sampler

Videographer



Observations 2015 - 2023
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Data source Number
Flank photographs (identification) 589
DOV video footage (lengths) 583
Biopsy samples (genetics) 582
Tagged (satellite or acoustic) 56
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Collecting data on Whale Sharks
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But things didn’t always go to plan…



Photographic identification

9  | Whale sharks in Ningaloo|  Anthea Donovan

The spot pattern on each whale shark is unique, like a fingerprint



Photographic identification
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Step 1: take photograph of left and right flank of whale shark



Photographic identification
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Step 2: upload metadata and images to Wildbook for Sharks database



Photographic identification
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Step 3: on each flank image, locate reference points (3), spots and then start scanner



Photographic identification
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Step 4: using the Groth Algorithm, find potential match in database



• Diver Operated Video 
(DOV)
•Calibrated stereo paid of 

cameras

• EventMeasure
(SeaGIS software)

Calculating length
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Calculating length
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Accurate lengths can be recorded. 



Calculating length
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More difficult for large individuals as the shark needs to be further away from the camera to entirely 
fit in the field of view.



Potential alternative length measurements
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Analysing length
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Tissue sampling, ID and length
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Observations 2015 - 2023
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Total encounters 644
Individuals seen:
- once 305
- two times 93
- three times 36
- four times 10
- five times 1

Total no. of unique individuals 445
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