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ABSTRACT. The Guatemalan Caribbean has a deepwater fishing area close to the shore around the Cayman
Trench. This study reports the first record of the bluntnose sixgill shark (Hexanchus griseus) from this fishing
area. Fishery-independent surveys using longlines at ~430-465 m depth, ~11 km northeast of El Quetzalito
fishing village, were conducted in 2022 and 2023. Two bluntnose sixgill sharks were captured during these
surveys. The sharks were females with total lengths of 300 and 310 cm, with morphological characteristics
consistent with this species. These are the first confirmed records of bluntnose sixgill sharks in the western
Caribbean Sea. Expanding coastal fisheries to deeper waters presents an emerging threat to deep-sea
chondrichthyans in the region. Therefore, periodic fisheries monitoring is needed to estimate their vulnerability

to fishing pressure.
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The bluntnose sixgill shark Hexanchus griseus
(Bonaterre, 1788) is a large species (at least 482 cm
total length, TL) with a patchy distribution worldwide
that inhabits continental and insular shelves from the
surface to at least 2500 m depth in temperate and
tropical waters of the Pacific, Atlantic, and Indian
oceans (Compagno 1984, Ebert et al. 2021). Castro
(2011) reported that ecology and life history differences
exist between the Atlantic and Pacific forms, now
explained by Vella & Vella (2017) as the result of
population structure. Besides population subdivisions
between the Pacific and Atlantic oceans, there are
subdivisions within oceans and even on a smaller scale
within the Mediterranean Sea (Vella & Vella 2017),
highlighting the need for adequate knowledge of its
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distribution at a finer scale. Despite being recorded in
the southwestern Caribbean Sea, in Colombia (Mejia-
Falla & Navia 2019) and Venezuela (Ehemann et al.
2019, Tavares 2019), its presence was still unconfirmed
in the western Caribbean.

The bluntnose sixgill shark was globally assessed in
2019 as Near Threatened (NT) on the IUCN Red List
of Threatened Species because it is estimated to have
undergone a population reduction of 20-29% over the
past three generations (160 years) (Finucci et al. 2020).
Although the species is infrequently caught incidentally
in deepwater fisheries across its range, there is a high
overlap between its distribution and intensive fishing
pressure, and there is a lack of species-specific mana-
gement across its entire range (Finucci et al. 2020). This
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situation highlights the need for information about
distribution at a finer scale to assess potential fisheries
impacts or other threats on its populations.

Two sixgill sharks of the order Hexanchiformes,
family Hexanchidae, were caught through fishery-
independent surveys using an artisanal fishing vessel
(7.62 m long with outboard motor) from El Quetzalito,
Guatemala, in September 2022 and April 2023.
Sampling was conducted through permit Bno.1048,
issued by Consejo Nacional de Areas Protegidas
(CONAP), as a part of a project to generate a baseline
of elasmobranch deepwater fisheries.

The sharks were caught at ~430-465 m depth with a
longline using ten circle hooks N°18, baited with tarpon
Megalops atlanticus Valenciennes, 1847 and black jack
Caranx lugubris Poey, 1860, and a chemical light stick
near the baited hook to increase shark attraction, in a
fishing area called El Hoyo (15°51°6.60”N,
88°14°33.78”W). The area is located ~11 km northeast
of El Quetzalito fishing village on the margin of the
Cayman Trench. The specimens were released after
being sexed, and the total length was measured with a
metric tape. Both sharks were identified following
Compagno (1984) and Ebert et al. (2021).

The first bluntnose sixgill shark, a 310 cm TL
female (Fig. 1), was caught and released on September
12, 2022, and the second, a 300 cm TL female, was
caught and released on April 21, 2023. Both females
were presumed to be immature since size-at-maturity is
>400 cm TL (Castro 2011, Ebert et al. 2021).

Visual observation of the specimen revealed key
diagnostic characteristics consistent with hexanchid
sharks. The individuals had six pairs of gill slits, a large
mouth, one spineless dorsal fin behind the pelvic fins,
a short lower lobe of the caudal fin, and an anal fin.
More specifically, both sharks had key characteristics
of the bluntnose sixgill shark, including a large, heavy
body; broad head; small eyes; and grey or tan to
blackish color in the dorsal area. Another sixgill shark
present in the study area is the Atlantic bigeye sixgill
shark, Hexanchus vitulus (Springer & Waller 1969),
which can be distinguished from the bluntnose sixgill
shark by its slender, medium-sized body (maximum
size of 178 cm TL), a broadly acute mouth; and
relatively large eyes (Ebert et al. 2021).

Although Finucci et al. (2020) and Ebert et al.
(2021) include other Central American countries
(Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama) in the
species distribution map, occurrence in these countries
has yet to be confirmed. Further, only some confirmed
records of bluntnose sixgill sharks from the western
Atlantic are found in the literature. Bigelow & Shroeder

(1948) reported it from the northern coast of Cuba and
established that it was rare northwards; for example,
there was only one record of a specimen from North
Carolina, USA. Bigelow & Shroeder (1948) also
established no evidence of occurrence anywhere in the
Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean region. Later, Gilhen
& Coad (1991) reported its presence in Nova Scotia,
Canada, and Carey & Clark (1995) in Bermuda. Castro
(2011) confirmed that the first record in the western
North Atlantic was a specimen (310 cm TL) caught in
North Carolina (in 1886) and that there was another
record (396 cm TL) from the Mississippi River delta,
northern Gulf of Mexico (in 1963); additional speci-
mens have been reported from Cape Hatteras, New
England, Texas, Florida (Castro 2011), Maryland,
Louisiana, Alabama, New Jersey, and Bahamas (Table
1).

In the Caribbean Sea, as mentioned above, the
species has been reported in Colombia (Mejia-Falla &
Navia 2019) and Venezuela (Ehemann et al. 2019,
Tavares 2019). The bluntnose sixgill shark has been
recorded in the southwest Atlantic (Coscarella et al.
1997, Sabadin et al. 2020, Santander-Neto et al. 2023),
particularly in northeast Brazil where Santander-Neto
et al. (2023) reports 23 specimens (manly immature
females 180-300 cm TL) caught by commercial
fisheries. Thus, before the present study, the reports
from Cuba, Colombia, and Venezuela were the only
verified records from the Caribbean Sea.

Two other species of the family Hexanchidae have
recently been documented for the first time in the small-
scale fisheries in the same fishing area where the
bluntnose sixgill sharks were caught. Hacohen-
Domené et al. (2017) documented two female (28 and
37 cm TL) sharpnose sevengill sharks, Heptranchias
perlo, captured in 2016. Avalos-Castillo et al. (2020)
reported 10 (61-165 cm TL) Atlantic bigeye sixgill
sharks, H. vitulus, caught between 2015-2019. In the
Caribbean Sea, the sharpnose sevengill shark and the
Atlantic bigeye sixgill shark have also been recorded in
Colombia (Mejia-Falla & Navia 2019), Jamaica
(McLaughlin & Morrissey 2004), and Venezuela
(Ehemann et al. 2019, Tavares 2019), and additionally,
the Atlantic bigeye sixgill shark in the Bahamas
(Springer & Waller 1969) and Belize (Daly-Engel et al.
2019). Mejia-Falla & Navia (2019) reported the bigeye
sixgill shark Hexanchus nakamurai in Colombia;
however, the species name H. vitulus was recently
resurrected, with bigeye sixgill sharks from the Atlantic
referrable to H. vitulus, and those from the Indo-Pacific
as H. nakamurai (Ebert et al. 2021).

The presence of the Cayman Trench near the
Guatemalan Caribbean coast may explain the occu-
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Figure 1. Female 310 cm total length Hexanchus griseus caught in a fishery-independent survey on September 12, 2022,
in the Guatemalan Caribbean Sea. The dashed white circle highlights the sixgill openings.

Table 1. Records of the bluntnose sixgill shark Hexanchus griseus, in the Western Atlantic from ichthyological collections
(http:/lwww.fishnet2.net/search.aspx). USNM: Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History, ANSP: The Academy
of Natural Sciences of Drexel University, UF: Florida Museum of Natural History, TCWC: Biodiversity Research and
Teaching Collections, CMN: Canadian Museum of Nature, MCZ: Museum of Comparative Zoology, Harvard, NCSM:
North Carolina Museum of Natural Sciences.

Ichthygloglcal Catalog number Country  Site of collection Depth Year
collection (m)

USNM 37790 USA North Carolina 1886
ANSP Fish 102597 Cuba Havana 1934
USNM 111180 USA Maryland 1942
USNM 112600 Bahamas Bimini 274 1948
UF Fish 102424 USA Louisiana 0 1962
USNM 188048 USA Louisiana 357-366 1962
UF Fish 101285 USA Florida 180 1966
TCWC 3923.01 USA Texas 1984
UF Fish 179524 USA South Carolina 1987
UF Fish 178570 Bahamas Abaco Island 152 1988
UF Fish 178571 Bahamas Abaco Island 152 1988
CMN 1990-0032.1 Canada Nova Scotia 1989
UF Fish 48458 USA Alabama 0 1990
UF Fish 83993 USA Alabama 0 1990
UF Fish 171140 USA New Jersey 2007
MCZ 36217 Cuba Havana No data
MCZ 40424 Bahamas Bimini 304 No data
MCZ 35630 Cuba Havana No data
NCSM 28450 USA No data

rrence of deepwater chondrichthyans in the study area
(Hacohen-Domené et al. 2016, Polanco-Vasquez et al.
2017, 2022, Avalos-Castillo et al. 2020). The Cayman

Trench extends from the Gulf of Honduras, to which
the Guatemalan Caribbean coast belongs, to southeast
Cuba. It has the deepest zones of the entire Caribbean
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(with regions deeper than 6000 m) and is bounded on
the north and south sides by steep slopes (Donnelly
1994).

The few reports of bluntnose sixgill sharks in the
Caribbean Sea reflect low encounter rates with
fisheries. Periodic monitoring of fisheries is needed to
estimate their vulnerability to fishing pressure due to
the expansion of coastal fisheries to deeper waters,
which presents an emerging threat to deepwater
elasmobranch assemblages (Baremore et al. 2021,
Talwar et al. 2022). Therefore, it is critical to provide
data on distribution and basic biological aspects to
assess vulnerability to overexploitation and inform
regional management measures.
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