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E C O T O U R I S M

Reality Bites 
— A View to Lessen the Kill

Shark attacks feature so prominently in our popular culture and imagination, but the 
reverse is true that human beings systematically hunt these fearsome predators of the 
sea for their prized fins and meat. Kathy Xu is one activist who strongly believes that 
such killing in large numbers can and must be reduced by providing fishermen with 
other sources of income. She finds her mission spot in Lombok, Indonesia.

Text & photos by Kathy Xu

The current plight of the sharks in Tanjung Luar that The Dorsal Effect hopes to change.
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Ever swum with a shark? 
You should before you no 
longer can. This is not an 
exaggeration. About a third 
of shark populations in the 

oceans have reportedly been wiped out 
for shark’s fin soup and meat consump-
tion. Singapore accounts for a fair share 
of shark eaters. Despite falling consump-
tion of shark’s fin soup by an estimated 
50 to 70 per cent in recent years in 
places such as China, and what appears 
to be the gradual disappearance of 
shark’s fin as an item from the growing 
conservation-conscious menus for offi-
cial functions in Hong Kong, one still 
cannot help but wonder if such encour-
aging news is good enough for shark 
populations to regenerate healthily?

Most species take about 15 to 20 
years to reach sexual maturity before 
giving birth to an average of 4 to 6 pups 
each time, but there were supposedly 
anything between 26 and 200 million 
sharks killed for their fins in just 2012 
alone — the oceans are simply too vast 
for scientists to come up with really spe-
cific numbers. It is hardly surprising that 
divers are scrambling to visit locations 
where they may be found in abundance, 
such as Ticao Island (whale sharks), 
Malapascua (thresher sharks) and Fiji 
(bull sharks). Sadly, shark sanctuaries 
and shark-protecting ocean legislations 
are scarce, and the South-east Asian 
region is no exception.

Over the years I have had amaz-
ingly beautiful encounters swimming 
with sharks, such as with whale sharks 
off Ningaloo Reef at Exmouth, Western 
Australia, and with thresher sharks in 
Malapascua Island waters off Cebu, 
Philippines. I feel that sharks are com-
monly misunderstood creatures and 
their man-eating aggression has been 
blown completely out of context by 
media sensationalism that tends to blan-
ket all shark-related injuries as ‘shark 

While taking tourists out on boat excursions to catch Lombok’s sights, a fisherman even 
joined us diving in to help remove underwater trash.

attacks’. I wish that a lot more people 
other than only natural scientists and 
the scuba diving community would also 
care to take a deeper interest in these 
majestic apex predators of the oceans, 
with a concern for their well-being.

As a diver who loves sharks, I 
wanted to engage more people from dif-
ferent walks of life to the cause of shark 
conservation, but how? While diving in 
Lombok, Indonesia, I soon realized that 
sharks were killed for sale on a daily basis 
in Tanjung Luar fish market, and you 
would see various conservation groups 

coming around to document the prob-
lem to spark further outrage, online, 
among netizens. But beyond anger, I 
wanted to approach the problem from 
the perspective of the local fishermen 
by asking: Can we provide a sustainable 
and equitable source of income for them 
through some means of earning tourist 
dollars that may reduce their economic 
dependence on shark hunting? 

I surveyed the attractions besides 
diving around Tanjung Luar and dis-
covered that, as a tourist spot, it hosted 
the beach lovers, the ‘alternative’  

Facing page, from top: For non-divers, you can do your part in auditing the trash and 
cleaning up the beach at Lombok; Lombok Beauty Spot 1 — a thriving marine ecosystem. 
Photo: Victor Toh 
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Kathy Xu, a Nature Society (Singapore) 
member and Shark Savers (Singapore) 
volunteer, is the founder of The Dorsal 
Effect that aims to provide ecotourism 
as an alternative livelihood of sustain-
able income for shark fishermen working 
around the Tanjung Luar fish market of 
Lombok. Ultimately, she wants to put 
Tanjung Luar on the ecotourism map of 
the world. The Dorsal Effect also plans to 
include waste auditing and marine life 
documentation on their boat excursions 
as and when requested by eco-conscious 
corporate tours. Kathy wishes to thank 
Shark Savers (Singapore) regarding some 
information herein that was first presented 
by her to children under the public educa-
tional programme, Sharks 101.

travellers and the snorkellers. Now hav-
ing the shark fishermen take tourists 
out for full-day boat trips on a regular 
basis would earn them better incomes 
than shark hunting, while still allowing 
their group to be comfortably happy at 
sea. To ensure minimal environmental 
impact, one could incorporate reef and 
beach clean-ups as part of the itinerary 
as well as limit the number of tourists 
per day to a maximum of 20 or so. I was 
convinced this initiative would create 
the triple effect of promoting sustainable 
ecotourism and shark conservation by 
way of seeking an alternative livelihood 
for these shark fishermen of Lombok.

I founded The Dorsal Effect with 
the intention of generating some form 
of conservation-conscious ecotourism in 
the South-eastern part of Lombok that 
serves both divers and non-divers alike. 
I am hopeful. Lombok has so much 
natural beauty to offer — coral reefs, 
diverse marine life, even an incredible 
glowing ‘Pink Beach’ — so why should 
the fishermen keep hunting sharks all 
week when they can make good money 
by taking tourists out on full-day boat 
excursions to view these splendid sights? 
Such a realistically viable diversion from 
their fishing augurs well for them and 
the future of sharks in the vicinity. Lombok Beauty Spot 3 — The incredible ‘Pink Beach’! 

Lombok Beauty Spot 2 — Sunken sand islet cookie-studded with knobby starfishes.                               

Lombok Beauty Spot 4 — Dramatic cliffs overlooking ‘Pink Beach’. 

As a diver who loves sharks, I wanted to engage more people from different walks of life 
to the cause of shark conservation, but how? While diving in Lombok, Indonesia, I soon 
realized that sharks were killed for sale on a daily basis in Tanjung Luar fish market, and 
you would see various conservation groups coming around to document the problem to 
spark further outrage, online, among netizens. But beyond anger, I wanted to approach the 
problem from the perspective of the local fishermen by asking: Can we provide a sustainable 
and equitable source of income for them through some means of earning tourist dollars that 
may reduce their economic dependence on shark hunting? 


