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Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
Division of Marine Fisheries 
251 Causeway Street, Suite 400 

Boston, Massachusetts  02114 

(617)626-1520 

fax (617)626-1509 

 
December 11, 2015 

 

Mr. Chris Fisher  

OCEARCH  

1790 Bonanza Drive, Ste 101  

Park City, Utah 84060 

 

 

Dear Chris:  

 

I hope this correspondence finds you well.  I know from the steady stream of social media updates that 

your organization continues to run shark “expeditions,” and your efforts on past white shark tagging  

continue to bear fruit with new satellite positions of sharks as they roam the Atlantic.  Your work on 

global movements of white sharks has been exceptional capturing the imagination, and your website’s 

regular updates of shark movements has transformed some of these fish into celebrities.  My staff and I 

applaud your organization for the scientific and educational accomplishments.     

 

It has been brought to my attention you may be considering another white shark expedition off 

Chatham possibly in summer of 2016 or 2017.  If so, I need to update you on the Commonwealth’s 

research, policies, and rules.  Much has transpired here in the Commonwealth since Dr. Skomal first 

tagged a white shark off Monomoy in 2009.  Annual estimates of white sharks in Massachusetts 

waters continue to grow with over 120 unique sharks identified just this past season.  

 

Dr. Skomal is currently collaborating with colleagues to conduct a multi-year mark-recapture 

population study of white sharks using aerial surveillance, underwater video footage, and creation of a 

growing catalog of individual white sharks.  This field work requires DMF staff full commitment from 

late June through mid October.    

 

Results have been extraordinary.  After two years we already have identified over 150 white sharks.  

We have learned much about white sharks’ local distributions and their movements beyond Monomoy.   

Local media intensely covers the presence of sharks as local public safety officials face the risk of 

encounters with this unprecedented quantity of white sharks so close to shore.    

 

At the urging of local officials, DMF promulgated much-needed regulations to control activities 

around white sharks.  New regulations prohibit persons from attracting or capturing a white shark 

within the waters under the jurisdiction of the Commonwealth without having been issued a 

“white shark special permit” from the agency to conduct such an activity.  

 

The requirement for this new permit is designed with the specific goal of constraining certain 

activities designed to attract white sharks to persons, objects or vessels to protect the sharks and 

safeguard public health. Examples of such activities include cage diving, shark chumming, 

baiting, and feeding, towing decoys, applying research devices on sharks, and attracting sharks to 

conduct these activities. 
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Recall that in 2013, prior to the regulations being enacted, this agency dedicated staff time to your 

expedition and issued you a research permit to take and possess white sharks for research 

purposes.  This permit included numerous conditions affecting the time and location you could 

work as well as a requirement to minimize the zone of attraction you create through chumming.  

 

Now, however, while the multi-year, mark/recapture study is ongoing, we will not permit 

chumming for white sharks for any researchers given the potential to alter the natural behavior and 

distribution of white sharks in the area – an activity we believe will confound and compromise 

results of our ongoing research.  Moreover, given recent cuts in agency personnel, biologists’ time 

is fully committed, and they will not be as available to assist or participate with you as 

collaborators in the expedition.  

     

Unlike previous years when Dr. Skomal (or his assistants) were dedicated to a full-time 

collaboration working aboard your vessel, that will not be possible over the next few years as they 

are committed to the ongoing mark/recapture study.  Furthermore, without authorization to chum 

and attract white sharks, we expect your success rate will be much reduced.    

 

I suspect Ocearch’s expeditions must be planned with substantial lead time and involve significant 

financial resources.  I did not want you to be caught unaware of the agency’s actions and intent as 

you make your future plans.  

 

In closing, we remain grateful for your past and ongoing contributions to white shark science and 

education and wish you the best in your global endeavors.   

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

 

 

 

 

David E. Pierce, Ph.D. 

Director 

 

cc: Dr. Gregory Skomal 

      George N. Peterson, Jr., Commissioner 
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Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
Division of Marine Fisheries 
251 Causeway Street, Suite 400 
Boston, Massachusetts  02114 

(617)626-1520 
fax (617)626-1509 

 
 
February 25, 2016 
 
Mr. Chris Fischer  
OCEARCH  
1790 Bonanza Drive, Ste 101  
Park City, Utah 84060 
 
Dear Mr. Fischer: 
 
I have received your February 16 letter requesting permission to tag white sharks in Nantucket waters 
in 2016 and off Cape Cod in 2017.   
 
The agency remains concerned about any activity that includes attracting white sharks. The prohibition 
on chumming was enacted in 2015 and I believe this remains the most prudent approach for us to 
manage activities involving white sharks. Consequently, I will not approve your request at least 
through 2018 if it entails using bait or chum.     
 
As I mentioned in my previous letter, this agency is conducting a 5-year mark-recapture study (which 
uses no attractants) to video document and tag white sharks in Massachusetts waters. This is our 
primary focus, and we will be continuing this work through 2018. The continued prohibition on 
chumming will protect the integrity and the sample design of the mark-recapture study and enhance 
public safety. I regret this may prevent your successful planning of expeditions to Massachusetts. If 
your Nantucket supporters wish to reach out to me for further clarification, I would be willing to meet 
with them.   
 
Staff shortages prevent the agency from dedicating more time and personnel to white shark research. 
As noted in my earlier letter, we will be unable to provide agency staff support for any local Ocearch 
expeditions until this study is complete at the end of 2018.   
 
Please understand that the growing abundance of white sharks in our nearshore waters used by many 
for recreation has elevated the sensitivity of the situation. Municipalities and other public officials are 
apprehensive about future interactions with white sharks. While it would be scientifically useful and 
intriguing to get more long-term tagging results, we are balancing the needs of public safety with this 
decision.   
 

Sincerely yours, 
 
 
 

D
Dr. David E. Pierce, Director  

CC: George Peterson 
 Mary-Lee King 
 Daniel McKiernan 

Dr. Gregory Skomal  
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