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Whale sharks: Atomic tests solve age HIEHE
puzzle of world's largest fish
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Stretching up to 60 feet in length and weighing around 20 tonnes, the slow-
moving whale shark is very popular with divers. But despite their docile nature,
scientists still lack basic information, such as how long the whale sharks actually

live.
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To solve the problem, researchers turned to data from the dozens of atomic
bomb tests carried out in the 1950s and 60s. These explosions produced huge

amounts of an isotope called Carbon-14.
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As scientists know how long the element takes to decay, they can work out the
whale shark’s age, depending on how much Carbon-14 is contained in their
bones. One whale shark was fifty years old at time of death. Some can live to be

150.
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1. True or false? Whale sharks are fast and fierce creatures.

2. How heavy is a whale shark?

3. To work out how long the whale sharks live, what did researchers turn to?

4. Which parts of the whale shark’s body indicate their age?
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1. True or false? Whale sharks are fast and fierce creatures.

False. Whale sharks are slow-moving and docile creatures.

2. How heavy is a whale shark?

A whale shark weighs around 20 tonnes.

3. To work out how long the whale sharks live, what did researchers turn to?

Researchers turned to data from the dozens of atomic bomb tests carried out in
the 1950s and 60s.

4. Which parts of the whale shark’s body indicate their age?

Their bones. The amount of Carbon-14 contained in their bones helps scientists
figure out their age.
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