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A nurse shark’s mouth
contains rows of small,

serrated teeth designed to
crush hard-shelled prey.

ALL SHARKS ARE FISH! SHARKS BREATHE VIA
GILLS BUT NOT EVERY SHARK SPECIES HAS THE
SAME FEATURES. EACH SPECIES HAS ADAPTED TO
THEIR SPECIFIC HABITAT, BEHAVIOUR, AND PREY.
SOME SHARKS GIVE BIRTH TO LIVE YOUNG AND
OTHERS LAY EGGS! MORE INFORMATION ABOUT
CAYMAN’S SHARKS: WW.DOE.KY/MARINE/SHARKS
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TODAY WE WILL DIVE DEEPER TO DISCOVER
THE NURSE SHARK IN CAYMAN! 
NURSE SHARKS ARE LARGELY SEDENTARY
CREATURES THAT SPEND MUCH OF THEIR
TIME RESTING ON THE SEA FLOOR.
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ATLANTIC NURSE SHARKATLANTIC NURSE SHARK
GINGLYMOSTOMA CIRRATUMGINGLYMOSTOMA CIRRATUMGINGLYMOSTOMA CIRRATUM

SERIES NO. 1SERIES NO. 1GLOBAL DISTRIBUTION:GLOBAL DISTRIBUTION: This large coastal shark is This large coastal shark is
widely distributed in tropical and subtropical waterswidely distributed in tropical and subtropical waters
of the Atlantic Ocean, from North Carolina south toof the Atlantic Ocean, from North Carolina south to
southern Brazil, including the Gulf of Mexico andsouthern Brazil, including the Gulf of Mexico and
Caribbean Sea; and from Morocco to Angola.Caribbean Sea; and from Morocco to Angola.  

HABITAT:HABITAT: Rocky and coral reefs, seagrasses, Rocky and coral reefs, seagrasses,
mangrove channels, and sand flats; from inshore to amangrove channels, and sand flats; from inshore to a
depth of 130m (425ft).depth of 130m (425ft).

LENGTH & AGELENGTH & AGE
At birth: 26-30cm (10-12in)At birth: 26-30cm (10-12in)
Sexual maturity: FOR MALES at about 210cm (7ft) (~10-Sexual maturity: FOR MALES at about 210cm (7ft) (~10-
15 yrs); FOR FEMALES between 230-240cm (7.5-8ft)15 yrs); FOR FEMALES between 230-240cm (7.5-8ft)
(15-20 yrs)(15-20 yrs)
Maximum recorded age: ~35 yearsMaximum recorded age: ~35 years
Maximum recorded length: 308cm (10ft)Maximum recorded length: 308cm (10ft)

GLOBAL DISTRIBUTION: This large coastal shark is
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Caribbean Sea; and from Morocco to Angola. 

HABITAT: Rocky and coral reefs, seagrasses,
mangrove channels, and sand flats; from inshore to a
depth of 130m (425ft).

LENGTH & AGE
At birth: 26-30cm (10-12in)
Sexual maturity: FOR MALES at about 210cm (7ft) (~10-
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(15-20 yrs)
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NURSE SHARKS IN THE CAYMAN ISLANDS
ESTIMATED POPULATION SIZE: about 350 individuals (assessed in 2019, DoE)

HABITAT: This shark likes to hang out in the seagrass bed, sand flats, and near mangroves
inside the sounds and canals, but also likes to swim around the (fringing) coral reef. Tends to
spend most of its time within its “home area” of less than 20 km (12mi). Sometimes you will see
these sharks hang out together and they are more active at night (nocturnal).

PREY SPECIES: Nurse sharks eat little fish, crabs, muscles, octopus, squid, shrimps, conchs and
lobsters. Sometimes algae and corals have been found in the stomach of nurse sharks, but this
may have to do with their method of eating. Nurse sharks use their muscular throat to suck in
food (suction feeding), they don’t use their teeth to bite, and sometimes algae and coral might
sneak in when the nurse shark sucks in its prey.

PREDATORS: Nurse sharks do have natural predators. In Cayman, other sharks like the lemon
shark, tiger sharks, hammerheads may all hunt the nurse shark, but not very often. 

THREATS & DANGERS: Effects of fishing activities, pollution, abandoned fishing gear, mangrove
removal, coastal development
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(ASSESSED IN 2019)(ASSESSED IN 2019)
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Reproduction:Reproduction: ovoviviparous ovoviviparous
                                                        (live young via internal eggs)(live young via internal eggs)
Females carry 20-30 shark pups for 5-6 months inFemales carry 20-30 shark pups for 5-6 months in
the uterus. The female first lays eggs inside thethe uterus. The female first lays eggs inside the
uterus, then the pups hatch inside the female’s bodyuterus, then the pups hatch inside the female’s body
and feeds off the egg’s yolk sac until they are readyand feeds off the egg’s yolk sac until they are ready
to be born. Immediately after birth, each newbornto be born. Immediately after birth, each newborn
shark is on its own. Newborns must learn how to huntshark is on its own. Newborns must learn how to hunt
and find shelter from bigger predators without anyand find shelter from bigger predators without any
guidance from their mother (or father), that is whyguidance from their mother (or father), that is why
many baby sharks will not survive their first fewmany baby sharks will not survive their first few
years.years.  
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