Scientists warn of ecological impacts if great white sharks disappear from Cape Cod
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Scientists have identified significant ecological consequences when great white sharks disappear from marine ecosystems, according to a recent study published earlier this year. The research highlights the critical role these apex predators play in maintaining ecological balance, with findings that hold particular relevance for areas such as Cape Cod, Massachusetts, which has become a notable hotspot for great white sharks over the past 15 years.
Cape Cod's rise as a hub for great white shark sightings has been linked to warming ocean waters and a growing seal population, with peak shark activity occurring from August through early autumn. As the upscale coastal region prepares for its summer season, experts are raising concerns about what might happen if the number of great white sharks declines in the area.
The study, which examined the ecosystem of False Bay, South Africa, found that the disappearance of great white sharks triggered a cascade of ecological changes. Without the sharks, seal populations increased substantially. This surge in seals was accompanied by a rise in another shark species, both of which contributed to a decline in smaller fish populations, thereby fundamentally altering the ecosystem's balance.
Neil Hammerschlag, executive director of the Shark Research Foundation, speaking to the Boston Herald, emphasised the broader implications: "There are a lot of lessons to learn here, and there are definitely implications for areas like Cape Cod. There was a cascade of ecosystem consequences. It was a completely different ecosystem, and you would have never known it had been home to great white sharks."
The changing dynamics are a cause for concern among fishermen, who worry that the growing seal populations could deplete fish stocks. Hammerschlag explained, "A lot of people are concerned about seals overpopulating places and eating fish. We see here the major changes when white sharks vanish, with seals increasing in numbers and changing their behaviour. Sharks help keep it all in balance. Some people look at great whites and see them as a danger, but in fact, they're the guardians. They keep it all in check."
During the 2024 season, researchers documented 76 individual white sharks off Cape Cod, including 22 previously unidentified sharks, according to the Atlantic White Shark Conservancy (AWSC). The season began in May when John Chisholm, a shark biologist from the New England Aquarium, recorded the first white shark off Monomoy Island. Notable sightings during the season included a curious great white shark approaching divers near Scituate, between Boston and Cape Cod, while feeding on a whale carcass. A video shared on the social platform X showed the shark closely inspecting the divers and exposing unique facial markings.
In October, the local community witnessed the discovery of a large dead great white shark on Cape Cod’s Nauset Beach in Eastham. The shark measured an impressive 12 feet in length and weighed approximately 1,240 pounds. Officials reported that the cause of death was not immediately apparent and remains under investigation.
These findings underline the intricate connections within marine ecosystems and the vital role that apex predators like great white sharks play in sustaining these environments. The ecological balance observed off South Africa’s False Bay may be mirrored in Cape Cod and other regions where white sharks have become increasingly prominent over recent years.
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