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Sharks live apart
Many starry smooth-hound sharks (Mustelus asterias) 
swim off the coast of Zeeland in the summer, but they 
disappear in winter. Where do they go and why?  

The angling association Sportvisserij 
Nederland and 25 fishers have joined 
forces with Wageningen Marine 
Research to solve the mystery. ‘The 
starry smooth-hound shark is on the 
IUCN Red List of endangered spe-
cies,’ says Niels Brevé, the project 
manager and a PhD candidate at 
Marine Animal Ecology and Aqua-

culture & 
Fisheries. ‘To 
be able to 
protect the 
species in the 
North Sea, 
we want to 
know what 
they do in the 

winter,’ explains Brevé. The research-
ers know that the sharks come to 
Zeeland in the summer to give birth 
to their pups. ‘But we don’t know 
whether they also mate here,’ says 
Brevé. 
Brevé and his colleagues attached 
labels to the fins of around 4000 
starry smooth-hound sharks with a 
phone number and website. Fish-
ers or researchers who caught the 

sharks could report this. That hap-
pened in 230 cases. The researchers 
published their findings in the Journal 
of Fish Biology.

Speed dating
After the summer in Zeeland, females 
and smaller males swim to the warm-
er waters south of Brittany, where 
the females remain for the rest of the 
pregnancy. Some of the larger males 
swim to Scotland or Norway.
The sharks only meet up again in the 
spring. It is not entirely clear why the 
females and males split up for long 
periods. The warmer waters may be 
better for the development of the 
unborn pups. The pregnancy costs a 
lot of energy and there is more food 
available in the southern waters.
This knowledge will help in the pro-
tection of the starry smooth-hound 
shark. Brevé: ‘The species is particu-
larly at risk of overfishing because 
the females take about seven years 
to reach sexual maturity and they 
give birth to just a few young after a 
pregnancy of a year.’ tl

‘To protect 
the species, 
we want to 
know what 
they do in 
the winter’

How do you support flexitarians in eating less 
meat and more plant-based substitutes? By 
providing more information about nutritional 
value and cooking methods, on the pack-
aging for instance. This was the finding of a 
behavioural study by Siet Sijtsema and col-
leagues at Wageningen Economic Research. 

57 per cent of Dutch people are now flexi-
tarians. A lot of research has been done on 
consumers’ motives for eating less meat. 
When people make decisions on whether or 
not to eat meat, key factors are capabilities 
(covering knowledge and skills) and opportu-
nities. Group discussions Sijtsema held with 
flexitarians revealed that they often don’t 
know whether a vegetarian alternative has 
the same nutritional value as meat. Others 

find it difficult to cook 
a tasty vegetarian dish, 
for example in fami-
lies where one child 
wants to eat vegetarian 
and the other doesn’t. 

‘That social aspect, support in the family, 
plays a role as well.’

Meat substitutes
The availability of meat substitutes is one 
aspect of the daily choice between meat and 
vegetarian options. The supermarkets offer 
a wide range of meat substitutes, but they 
are sometimes stored in a separate corner of 
the shop. And in restaurants, the vegetarian 
menu is often limited.
Flexitarians suggested that producers of 
meat substitutes could show on the packag-
ing how the nutritional value of their prod-
ucts compares with that of meat. They also 
thought the Netherlands Nutrition Centre 
could provide better information about 
which plant-based dishes are good for your 
health. The development of meat substitutes 
that resemble meat in flavour and cooking 
method helps some flexitarians switch to 
vegetarian options. ‘Flexitarians who are just 
starting feel the need for this the most.’ as

Flexitarians lack 
nutritional knowledge 
and inspiration 

‘Support in the 
family plays a 
role too’

Shark researcher Niels Brevé


