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SUMMARY 

Pigeon Island is located on the eastern coast of Sri Lanka. The area surrounds an island with 
rocky cliffs adjoining a coral reef system. The area overlaps with Pigeon Island Marine 
National Park and the Trincomalee Canyon and Associated Ecosystems Ecologically or 
Biologically Significant Marine Area. Within the area there are: threatened species and 
undefined aggregations (Blacktip Reef Shark Carcharhinus melanopterus). 
 
 

CRITERIA 
Criterion A – Vulnerability; Sub-criterion C5 – Undefined Aggregations  
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Blue lines indicate the area meeting the ISRA Criteria; dashed lines indicate the suggested buffer for 
use in the development of appropriate place-based conservation measures 
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DESCRIPTION OF HABITAT 
 
Pigeon Island is located on the eastern coast of Sri Lanka in the Trincomalee district. It is situated 
2.3 km from Nilaveli Beach. The area is limited to one of the two islands (Pigeon Island) that make up 
the Pigeon Island Marine National Park, with rocky cliffs and surrounding coral reef systems (Perera 
& Kotagama 2016). The area hosts a 200 m long and 100 m wide coral reef with a diversity of hard 
(including Acropora spp., Montipora spp., Millepora spp.) and soft (Sinularia spp., Lobophyton spp., 
Sarcophyton spp.) corals.  

The area is characterised by an annual rainfall ranging from 1,000 to 1,700 mm, with most of the 
rainfall during the northeast monsoon, from October to March.  

The area overlaps with Pigeon Island Marine National Park and the Trincomalee Canyon and 
Associated Ecosystems Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine Area (EBSA; CBD 2024). 

This Important Shark and Ray Area is benthopelagic and is delineated from inshore and surface 
waters (0 m) to 20 m based on the bathymetry of the area. 

 

ISRA CRITERIA 

CRITERION A – VULNERABILITY 

One Qualifying Species within the area is considered threatened with extinction according to the 
IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. The Blacktip Reef Shark is assessed as Vulnerable 
(Simpfendorfer et al. 2020). 

 

SUB-CRITERION C5 – UNDEFINED AGGREGATIONS 
Pigeon Island is an important area for undefined aggregations of one shark species. 

Blacktip Reef Sharks are regularly and predictably observed aggregating in the area year-round. 
These sharks are a known popular snorkelling attraction at Pigeon Island (Divinguru 2024; Pigeon 
Island Diving Centre 2024; Sri Lanka Diving Tours 2024) and are consistently observed by resident 
rangers, tourists, and researchers. For example, aggregations were observed on all of 10 research 
trips in the calm season (May–October) between 2017–2023 (Blue Resources Trust unpubl. data 
2017–2023). Resident wildlife wardens on the island report the species year-round, with near daily 
observations during patrols in early 2024, highlighting the continuing and persistent nature of the 
aggregations (M Morathenna, Department of Wildlife Conservation pers. comm. 2024). Apart from 
observations of single individuals, observed groups typically comprise 2–10 individuals, although up 
to 30 have been observed on occasion. Behavioural observations indicate that the sharks appear to 
circumnavigate the island, remaining over the shallow coral reef habitat (Ilukdeniya & Thirumarpan 
2019; Blue Resources Trust pers. obs. 2017–2023; M Morathenna pers. comm. 2024).  

The Blacktip Reef Shark is a coral reef-associated species known to form aggregations in shallow 
inshore waters particularly around small islands, coral cays, and reef lagoons, with demonstrated 
strong site-fidelity (e.g., Papastamatiou et al. 2010). The coral reef habitat surrounding Pigeon Island 
offers suitable habitat with the protected status of the island (as a marine national park), along with 
popularity of the area as a dive and snorkel site, providing some refuge for Blacktip Reef Sharks. 
Indeed, this is the only known regular aggregation of this species along the eastern coast of Sri Lanka. 

 



 

 
3 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Acknowledgments 

Anusha Neranjan (Blue Resources Trust), Akshay Tanna (Blue Resources Trust), Daniel Fernando 
(Blue Resources Trust), and Peter M Kyne (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. Pigeon Island ISRA Factsheet. Dubai: IUCN SSC Shark 
Specialist Group.  



 

 
4 

 
 

QUALIFYING SPECIES  
 

 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red 
List Category 

Global 
Depth 

Range (m) 

ISRA Criteria/Sub-criteria Met 

A B C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 D1 D2 

SHARKS 

Carcharhinus melanopterus Blacktip Reef Shark VU 0–75  X      X   
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SUPPORTING SPECIES 
 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

SHARKS 

Negaprion acutidens Sharptooth Lemon Shark EN 

 

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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