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use in the development of appropriate place-based conservation measures
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SUMMARY

Koh Tao is located in the Chumphon Archipelago of Thailand. Koh Tao Island itself is situated
~100 km offshore of mainland Thailand and is characterised by shallow corals reefs and rocky
outcrops as well as a number of offshore pinnacles. The area overlaps with the Suratthani
Environmental Protected Area. Within this area there are: threatened species (e.g., Blacktip
Reef Shark Carcharhinus melanopterus); reproductive areas (Blacktip Reef Shark); and
undefined aggregations (Whale Shark Rhincodon typus).

664.91 km?

CRITERIA

Criterion A - Vulnerability; Sub-criterion C1 - Reproductive Areas;
Sub-criterion C5 - Undefined Aggregations
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Koh Tao is located in the Gulf of Thailand, within the Thai exclusive economic zone. The area is part
of the Chumphon Archipelago and the island of Koh Tao is situated ~100 km off the mainland of
Thailand. The area consists of shallow coral reefs and small offshore pinnacles (Magson et al. 2022).

DESCRIPTION OF HABITAT

The area experiences minimal currents but there are strong upwellings during monsoonal transition
periods around April-May and October-November, bringing with them increases in plankton levels
(Buranapratheprat et al. 2008).

Koh Tao overlaps with the Suratthani Environmental Protected Area.

This Important Shark and Ray Area is benthopelagic and is delineated from inshore and surface
waters (O m) to 45 m based on the bathymetry of the area.

ISRA CRITERIA
CRITERION A - VULNERABILITY

Two Qualifying Species considered threatened with extinction according to the IUCN Red List of
Threatened Species regularly occur in the area. These are the Endangered Whale Shark (Pierce &
Norman 2016) and the Vulnerable Blacktip Reef Shark (Simpfendorfer et al. 2020).

SUB-CRITERION Ci1- REPRODUCTIVE AREAS

Koh Tao is an important reproductive area for one shark species.

Neonate Blacktip Reef Sharks (estimated size, 30-60 cm total length [TL]) have been recorded in
the area year-round during snorkel surveys since 2013 (K Magson unpubl. data 2024; Thai Sharks and
Rays [TSAR] unpubl. data 2024). However, reports from local divers suggest the presence of
neonates long before 2006 (TK Waipaka pers. comm. 2024). Size-at-birth for this species is 30-52
cm TL (Ebert et al. 2021). There is an anecdotal report of mating Blacktip Reef Sharks in Shark Bay in
the area from June 2022 (TSAR unpubl. data 2024).

Dedicated surveys conducted between February 2012 and 2014 revealed high numbers of female
Blacktip Reef Sharks at Shark Bay in Koh Tao seasonally (-13 individuals/minute with ~10 m horizontal
visibility; S Arunrugstichai unpubl. data 2024). Of these sightings, ~75% of the individuals showed
signs of late-term pregnancy with bulging abdomens. Snorkel surveys were conducted 2-3 times a
week, as conditions permitted. Pregnant sharks were repeatedly observed using the shallow area of
Shark Bay (<4 m depth) until late March-early April, after which neonates (~45 cm TL) were observed
using shallower waters of the area (<1 m depth), with few pregnant females observed. After this
period, sightings of adult sharks in the bay gradually returned to background levels (~3
individuals/minute), while the neonates were observed forming schools and gradually migrated to
other nearby bays for foraging. Similar observations have been made in 2015 and 2019 (K Magson
unpubl. data 2024).

SUB-CRITERION Cs5 - UNDEFINED AGGREGATIONS

Koh Tao is an important area for undefined aggregations of one shark species.
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Between 1991-2023, a total of 1,409 observations of Whale Sharks were recorded from Chumpon
Pinnacle, Koh Tao, and Sail Rock within the area, representing 48% of all Whale Shark sightings
throughout Thailand during this period (n = 2,911; Marine Megafauna Foundation [MMF] unpubl. data
2024; Department of Marine and Coastal Resources [DMCR] unpubl. data 2024). Between 2013-
2021, 21 out of 126 observations (17%) recorded more than one Whale Shark, with a maximum of three
individuals at a time (MCRRDI 2021). Between 2004-2019, a total of 178 individual Whale Sharks were
identified using photo-identification (from 249 sightings) within Koh Tao (Magson et al. 2022). Most
of these records (89%) were between 2015-2019 due to an increase in sighting reports facilitated by
social media and direct marketing. Aggregations have further been observed at Sail Rock (August
2021), Shark Island (February 2017; December 2022), and Chumphon Pinnacle (2023; K Magson pers.
obs. 2024) within the area. Sightings were recorded year-round, however there were seasonal peaks
between April-May and October-November, corresponding to the monsoon-transition periods
which result in stronger upwellings in the area. Upwellings can result in productivity and may explain
why Whale Sharks are found in this area.

Whilst the reason for the aggregation is unknown, feeding behaviour has been observed on several
occasions, although most individuals have never been resighted. Further information is required on
the nature and function of the aggregations.

i

w
Acknowledgments &

Metavee Chuangcharoendee (Thai Sharks and Rays), Sirachai Arunrugstichai (Aow Thai Marine
Ecology Center; Thai Sharks and Rays; Department of Marine and Coastal Resources), Kirsty Magson
(Thai Whale Shark; New Heaven Reef Conservation Program; Conservation Diver), Rahul Mehrotra
(Aow Thai Marine Ecology Center; Conservation Diver), Chad Scott (Conservation Diver), Pasicha
Chaikaew (Department of Environmental Science, Faculty of Science, Chulalongkorn University;
Waste Utilization and Ecological Risk Assessment Research Unit, Chulalongkorn University), Anna
Flam (Marine Megafauna Foundation), Chutinun Mora (Digitalay), Tassapon Krajangdara
(Department of Fisheries), Petch Manopawitr (Department of Marine and Coastal Resources;
WildAid Thailand), and Asia O Armstrong (IUCN SSC Shark Specialist Group - ISRA Project)
contributed and consolidated information included in this factsheet. We thank all participants of the
2024 ISRA Region 9 - Asia workshop for their contributions to this process.

This factsheet has undergone review by the ISRA Independent Review Panel prior to its publication.

This project was funded by the Shark Conservation Fund, a philanthropic collaborative pooling
expertise and resources to meet the threats facing the world’s sharks and rays. The Shark
Conservation Fund is a project of Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors.

Suggested citation

IUCN SSC Shark Specialist Group. 2024. Koh Tao ISRA Factsheet. Dubai: IUCN SSC Shark Specialist
Group.




QUALIFYING SPECIES
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Global ISRA Criteria/Sub-criteria Met
Scientific Name Common Name .IUCN . Depth
List Category R
ange (m)
Ci | C2 | C3 | Cq4 | C5 | D1 | D2

SHARKS
Carcharhinus melanopterus | Blacktip Reef Shark VU 0-75 X
Rhincodon typus Whale Shark EN 0-1,928 X
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SUPPORTING SPECIES

Scientific Name Common Name IUCé:tz::rl;ist
SHARKS
Carcharhinus leucas Bull Shark VU
RAYS
Aetobatus ocellatus Spotted Eagle Ray EN
Pateobatis jenkinsii Jenkins” Whipray EN
Taeniura lymma Bluespotted Lagoon Ray LC

IUCN Red List of Threatened Species Categories are available by searching species names at
www.iucnredlist.org Abbreviations refer to: CR, Critically Endangered; EN, Endangered; VU,
Vulnerable; NT, Near Threatened; LC, Least Concern; DD, Data Deficient.
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http://www.iucnredlist.org/
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