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Solana Beach lifeguard Lou Mathe returned to Fletcher Cove yesterday to surf the break for the first time since Friday’s fatal
shark attack. Authorities lifted a safety advisory from Torrey Pines to south Carisbad yesterday. K.C.Alfred / Union-Tribune

Autopsy verifies killer
was great white shark

Expert says predator
was up to 16 feet long

By Terry Rodgers
STAFF WRITER

Tooth fragments found in
the body of a swimmer who
died Friday off Solana Beach
confirm that he was attacked by
a great white shark.

“We did recover two minute
fragments .. . representative of
lower teeth from a white
shark,” said Ralph Collier, a
shark-attack expert from the
Los Angeles area.

The fragments were found
during the autopsy of David
Martin, 66, a retired veterinari-

an from Solana Beach who was
bitten while swimming with fel-
low members of the Triathlon
Club of San Diego.

The county Medical Examin-
er’s Office conducted the autop-
sy. Collier, who participated in
the procedure, said the serrat-
ed-tooth fragments indicate the
shark was 15 to 16 feet long.

“I don’t know if we will ever
be able to answer the question
of why” the shark bit Martin’s
legs and caused him to bleed to
death, said Collier, founder of
the Shark Research Commit-
tee,

Friday’s grisly attack prompt-
ed lifeguards to post signs

see Shark, B8

Great whites have been implicated in 87 percent of the
unprovoked shark attacks along the West Coast from
1900 to0 1999. John McCosker | California Academy of Sciences
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California since
2000; 2 fatal

along an 8-mile section of coast-
line — from Torrey Pines to
south Carlsbad — warning
beachgoers to stay out of the
water for 72 hours. The adviso-
ry was lifted at 7 a.m. yesterday.

Solana Beach lifeguard Jason
Shook started his shift yester-
day by hitting the waves at
Fletcher Cove, not far from
where Martin was attacked.

“We went out surfing to face
our fears,” Shook said. “It was
therapeutic for me.”

As the close-knit town of So-
lana Beach struggles to make
sense of the tragedy, marine
scientists said relatively little is

known about the great white
shark and its life cycle.

Collier’s research shows
that, historically, shark sight-
ings and attacks are most prev-
alent during August, Septem-
ber and October.

White sharks are apex preda-
tors, meaning they are at the
top of the food chain and feed
on marine mammals. They
have keen eyesight and can de-

tect colors as well as humans

can, he said. That’s partly why

Collier disputes the “mistaken

identity” theory often cited after
many white-shark attacks.
“Humans don’t swim like a
seal or look like a seal,” he said.
“But that doesn’t mean white

sharks won'’t attack us using’

their predatory motivation.”
According to the publication
“Shark Attacks of the Twenti-
eth Century,” 108 unprovoked
shark attacks have been re-
corded along the West Coast

from 1900 to 1999. Great whites
were implicated in 87 percent of
those attacks.

Since 2000, there have been
31 shark attacks off California,
two of which resulted in deaths.

“The one thing I have
learned in dealing with shark
attacks is that there are as
many theories about any inci-
dent as there are people,” said
George Burgess, director of the
International Shark Attack File
at the Florida Museum of Natu-
ral History.

“White sharks are a natural
part of the marine environment
in the waters off San Diego,”
Burgess said. “Humans are not
owed 100 percent safety when
we go into the ocean. The
ocean is a wilderness. It’s not a
chlorinated swimming pool.”

Collier believes great whites,
which have been protected by
federal and state laws for more
than a decade, are perhaps be-

coming more numerous along
the California coast.

“There is evidence .. . but we
would need to do a massive
satellite tagging program to
confirm that,” he said.

Other researchers said no
one has enough data to con-
clude whether great whites are
more or less numerous.

“More shark sightings
doesn’t necessarily equate with
higher populations of white
sharks,” said David Kacev, a
graduate student at San Diego
State University and UC Davis
who studies sharks. “There’s a
lot more people out in the water
than there used to be.”

Kacev said the research
team he’s worked with for the
past three years has captured
numerous sharks off the state’s
coast with longline fishing gear,
but not one has been a white
shark.

Researchers agree on this
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point: There are many juvenile
white sharks off of Southern
California.

“I's not uncommon to see
large adult white sharks close
to shore at this time of year
because pregnant females give
birth in March and April along
the coast from Point Concep-
tion down into Baja California,”
Collier said.

But most of the “resident”
white sharks along the West
Coast migrate in winter and
spring to the deeper ocean hun-
dreds of miles offshore, said
Michael Domeier, president of

the Marine Conservation Sci-
ence Institute in Fallbrook. He
has charted the migration pat-
terns of white sharks off Guada-
lupe Island since 2000 by using
satellite tracking devices.

Domeier and his colleagues
have found that in late summer
and early fall, the loose-knit
families of white sharks move
to Guadalupe Island — 150
miles off Baja California — or to
the central California coast be-
tween Afio Nuevo and Bodega
Head.

As for the Friday attack,
Domeier gave little credence to
speculation that a white shark
bit Martin to protect her new-
born pup.

The mother sharks are “just
as likely to eat their babies as
anything else,” he said. “They
just drop them (out) and leave.”

Terry Rodgers: (619) 542-4566;
terry.rodgers@uniontrib.com
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