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Elasmobranch is the scientific term for a 
group of fish that includes Sharks, Rays, 
and Skates. The name comes from the 
root words elasmo or “plate” and branchii 
or “gills”, which describes the fishes’ 
respiratory/breathing system1. These fish 
all have skeletons made of cartilage and 
are carnivorous (meat eaters).  There are 
over 1,000 species of elasmobranchs, 
ranging from roughly 15 centimeters to 
10 meters in length!1

Human activity has greatly affected 
the world’s oceans.  Many 
elasmobranch populations are in 
serious danger of being driven to 
the level of local extinction.  

Certain characteristics of elasmobranchs make them 
especially sensitive to outside pressures…

• Many species have long life spans (some even live 
up to 100 years of age!)1.  This means that if an 
elasmobranch population decreases, it can take a long 
time to get back to its original size.

• Like humans, elasmobranchs cannot reproduce as 
soon at they are born…instead they must wait until 
they are mature.  If young individuals die before they 
reach maturity, then they will never be able to 
contribute to the population.2

• For the most part, elasmobranchs only give birth to 
a few offspring per year.2 This, makes it even harder 
for populations to rebound quickly. 

• A majority of elasmobranch species live on or near 
the sea floor (stingrays and leopard sharks, for 
example), which means that they are affected greatly 
by habitat destruction.

Habitat
Destruction

By-Catch
(Unintended

Catch)

Overfishing
and Illegal
Harvest

Major
Factors

Affecting
Elasmobranch
Populations What can be done?

The Problem

• Conduct research to gain more 
knowledge of elasmobranchs and 
better understand their needs

• Set aside areas in the ocean where 
elasmobranchs are protected

• Make strict fishing laws minimizing 
the impact on elasmobranchs
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For more information on elasmobranch 
conservation visit: 

http://www.sharkbight.com/education/ 
Conservation.php 
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