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 In the warm waters off the coast 
of Australia, three divers take in a 
dreamlike scene. Sunlight streams 
through the water. Small schools of 
fish dart back and forth. Among them 
floats a whale shark, the largest fish 
in the sea.
 The massive shark dwarfs the 
divers. It opens its huge jaws and 
sucks in water to find food. The force 
pulls the divers a little bit closer to 
its giant mouth. But the divers know 
they are not in danger. Despite its 
enormous figure, the whale shark is a 
gentle creature.
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Whales are mammals, and sharks 
are fish. The whale shark is a fish 
named simply for its large size.
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 Whale sharks live across the globe in every tropical ocean 
and sea except the Mediterranean. They are usually found 
at or near the surface of the open sea. Patterns of pale spots 
and stripes cover their gray or brown backs. Their bellies 
are all white. This countershading helps them blend in with 
sunlit ocean waters.
 The whale shark can 
measure more than  
40 feet (12 meters)  
long and weigh more  
than 30,000 pounds (13,600 kilograms). Its skeleton is  
made of cartilage. This helps the shark move gracefully 
through the water. The caudal fin helps propel the shark 
forward as the rear part of its body moves slowly from side  
to side. Two dorsal fins and two pectoral fins help the 
shark balance and steer.

= whale shark territory

whale shark human
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Every whale shark sports a unique pattern of spots and stripes. Scientists use the patterns to identify individual whale sharks.
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