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The Galapagos sea lion (Zalophus wollebaeki) is While tiger sharks have been documented to feed 
an endemic species found across the Galapagos upon Galapagos sea lion pups (Beebe, 1924/2012), 
Archipelago (Trillmich, 1986), breeding and the predatory role of Galapagos sharks upon 
maintaining rookeries between the months of sea lions of any age has yet to be directly con-
September and January (Trillmich et al., 2016; firmed (Table 1). For instance, stomach content 
Riofrío-Lazo et al., 2017). As a result of ende- analyses conducted during the 1898-1899 Hopkins-
mism, this marine mammal has developed spe- Stanford Galapagos Expedition revealed that fish, 
cific features such as a reduced body size and non- Galapagos fur seals (Arctocephalus galapagoensis), 
migratory behavior (Trillmich, 1990; Wolf et al., and Galapagos sea lions accounted for a great por-
2008). Moreover, the sea lion population of the tion of Galapagos sharks’ diet (Snodgrass & Heller, 
Galapagos Islands has been declining from an esti- 1905). As a result, Snodgrass & Heller (1905) con-
mated 40,000 individuals in 1977-1978 (Trillmich, cluded that Galapagos sharks may have scavenged 
1979) to no more than 16,000 individuals in the pinniped carcasses left by the sealers that killed 
2001 (Alava & Salazar, 2006). The main cause thousands of animals at the Galapagos Archipelago 
of this population reduction being the extreme during the 19th century (Thornton, 1971). Also, 
El Niño events during 1982-1983 and 1997-1998 Barlow (1972) described harassment behavior by 
(Trillmich et al., 1991; Alava & Salazar, 2006). a Galapagos shark towards juvenile Galapagos sea 
Furthermore, the high vulnerability of Galapagos lions, as well as the apparent intervention of a group 
sea lion populations to climatic changes, coupled of adult males to protect their rookeries. However, 
with anthropogenic disturbances, such as marine to our knowledge, no direct evidence yet exists 
pollution, habitat loss, and fishing gear entangle- on the predatory role of Galapagos sharks upon 
ments (Denkinger et al., 2015; Páez-Rosas & Galapagos sea lions.
Guevara, 2017), have resulted in this otariid being The Galapagos shark is a common species of 
recognized as “Endangered” in the International tropical waters with a preference for isolated oce-
Union for Conservation of Nature’s (IUCN) Red anic islands and seamounts (Compagno, 1984). 
List (Trillmich, 2015). Knowledge of its feeding habits has been lim-

The majority of existing studies on Galapagos ited to diet studies in which several species of 
sea lions have focused on their behavior and forag- pelagic fish and cephalopods have been reported 
ing ecology (Trillmich, 1990; Villegas-Amtmann as their main prey (Edwards & Lubbock, 1982; 
et al., 2008). However, very little has been pub- Wetherbee et al., 1996). However, recent studies 
lished on attacks by potential predators, with lim- have demonstrated that this species is a versatile 
ited references in relation to the role of Galapagos predator capable of feeding on a wide spectrum 
sharks (Carcharhinus galapagensis), tiger sharks of prey, including pinnipeds, batoids, and other 
(Galeocerdo cuvier), and oceanic white-tip sharks sharks (Papastamatiou et al., 2006). Still, there are 
(Carcharhinus longimanus) as potential consum- no previous studies on the Galapagos shark diet 
ers of this species (Barlow, 1972; Riedman, 1990). in the Galapagos Marine Reserve. In this note, we 
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provide the first unequivocal direct evidence of a the dorsal and caudal fins, grey coloration with no 
Galapagos shark attacking and killing a Galapagos distinct markings, and relatively long and slender 
sea lion near Santa Cruz Island, Galápagos. caudal fin with the tip shape broadly pointed and 

The event took place at South Plaza islet, Santa a straight rear edge, the shark was identified as a 
Cruz Island (-0.5833°, -90.1634°), on 6 November large Galapagos shark, measuring 2.5 to 3 m in 
2018. It was around 1500 h when a patch of blood total length (Grace, 2001; Compagno et al., 2005; 
was observed on the water surface near shore, fol- C. Meyer, pers. comm., 6 June 2019). The attacked 
lowed by an abrupt splash motion (Figure 1a). sea lion, bleeding profoundly, was missing the 
Immediately after, a juvenile sea lion of undeter- lower portion of its body, including its hind flip-
mined sex breached out of the water onto shore, pers (Figure 1c). As the sea lion continued to move 
and a large dorsal fin broke the surface behind the inshore away from the water, the shark swam near 
sea lion (Figure 1b). Based on the morphology of the rocks and kept patrolling the area (Figure 1d). 

Table 1. Evidence of carcharhinid sharks as predators of Galapagos sea lions in the Galapagos Islands

Location Event Date Reference

Darwin, Wolf, 
Fernandina, and  
Isabela Islands

Presence of fur seal and sea lion in Galapagos 
sharks’ stomach contents

1898-1899 Snodgrass & Heller, 1905

Guy Fawkes islet, 
Santa Cruz Island

Tiger shark predation upon sea lion pup 1924 Beebe, 1924

Champion islet, 
Floreana Island

Shark-mobbing behavior toward juvenile sea lions 
around rookeries

Feb. 1967 Barlow, 1972

South Plaza islet,  
Santa Cruz Island

Galapagos shark strike on juvenile sea lion Nov. 2018 This study

Figure 1. (a-d) Galapagos shark (Carcharhinus galapagensis) attack on a Galapagos sea lion (Zalophus wollebaeki) at 
South Plaza islet (-0.5833°, -90.1634°), east of Santa Cruz Island. Blue arrow shows the shark, and white arrow shows the 
injured sea lion. Images are chronological as described in the text.
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While this event was taking place, a subadult male (Trillmich & Wolf, 2008) could reduce encounters 
sea lion approached the site and entered the water. with predators patrolling near the surface (Lucas & 
The shark appeared to swim towards it, but a Stobo, 2000). 
second attack was not observed. The entire event In the Galapagos Marine Reserve, there are two 
lasted for approximately 3 min. Given that this genetically distinct Galapagos shark populations 
occurred at a highly protected area where tour- (Pazmiño et al., 2017). Hence, in addition to the cli-
ists are not allowed to stay on site for too long, matic and anthropogenic pressures that Galapagos 
the death of the sea lion could not be recorded. sea lions currently face, predation by Galapagos 
However, we estimate that the injured sea lion sharks should also be included as a source of natu-
died within a few hours after the attack. (The ral mortality for this species. For example, shark 
link for the video footage of this interaction can attacks are one of the main causes of mortality 
be found on the Aquatic Mammals’ Supplemental in Hawaiian monk seals at the Sotavento Islands 
Material page: https://www.aquaticmammalsjour- (Gobush, 2010); and recently, non-lethal methods 
nal.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=ar are being developed to mitigate predation and deter 
ticle&id=10&Itemid=147). sharks from monk seal breeding sites (Gobush & 

This is the first unequivocal evidence of a Farry, 2012). We hope our observations contrib-
Galapagos shark attacking a Galapagos sea lion. It ute to the understanding of potential predators and 
is not yet clear whether such attacks are restricted further natural threats for this endangered species 
to juveniles or whether this occurs year-round. while also highlighting the importance of pro-
Likewise, it is currently unknown how frequently tecting the rookeries and inshore habitats of the 
these events occur near rookeries during the breed- Galapagos Islands.
ing season of Galapagos sea lions. Otariids are 
income breeders, and females alternate breeding Acknowledgments
season with the birth of their pups and suckling 
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