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ACTIVITY: Surfing 
CASE GSAF 2000.07.16.a / SA-439  
DATE: Sunday July 16, 2000 
LOCATION: The incident took place in the Indian Ocean at 
Nahoon Reef, five kilometres northeast of the harbour 
entrance at East London, Eastern Cape Province, South 
Africa.   
32°59,4'S, 27°57,1'E 
 
NAME: Shannon Ainslie 
DESCRIPTION: The surfer, a 15-year-old male, is from East 
London. He was wearing a full wetsuit, black with grey panels. 
SURFBOARD: The surfer was using a white trifin board. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: See page 4 
MOON PHASE: Full Moon, 100% of the Moon’s visible disk 
was illuminated.  
ENVIRONMENT: Nahoon lies on the west bank of the Nahoon 
River, five kilometres north of the entrance to East London 
Harbour. The most popular beach in East London, Nahoon is renowned throughout the South 
African surfing community for producing some spectacular waves and is the venue of many 
national surfing competitions. It is not known if anyone was fishing in the vicinity, if dolphins 
were in the area, or if there was any unusual fish or bird activity. Effluent from the Bats Cave 
Outfalls is usually present just south of Nahoon Reef. East London aquarium curator Willie 
Maritz said July was the most dangerous month for surfing off East London because white 
sharks and other species of large sharks follow the migrating schools of sardines northwards 
before returning to the seal colonies of the Western Cape Province. Shannon reported that 
he had urinated in his wetsuit. He said that he urinated in the sea about five times on the day 
he was injured by the shark. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 50 metres. 
 
NARRATIVE: Shannon was surfing with his 17-year-old brother, Brandon, and ten other 
surfers, including his best friend, 15-year-old Alistair Cokayne, when the incident took place. 
This incident involved two sharks; as one shark charged Ainslie, the other shark struck his 
board, tossing the surfer into the air.  
 

“I was just catching a wave when the shark came up and made a grab for me,” said Shannon. 
Alistair said he saw a shark ‘flip’ Shannon over in the water. “Next thing I knew I was under 
water and came face to face with the shark,” said Shannon. “I looked straight into its eyes 
and thought I was dreaming.” Shocked, he managed to paddle to the shore with the other 
surfers. 
 

Once ashore, the teenager realized that he had been injured when he saw blood dripping 
from his injured hand.  
 
INJURY: Shannon’s right wrist was broken and sustained lacerations to his hand. The most 
severe damage was to his middle finger; lacerations extended to the bone. 
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Shannon Ainslie holds up his 
damaged board after being 

discharged  the hospital.  



EQUIPMENT DAMAGE: His surfboard was damaged by the shark. 
 
FIRST AID: The surfer’s brother took him to Medicross Hospital for initial treatment, then he 
was transferred to East London Private Hospital. 
 
TREATMENT: The surfer underwent emergency surgery on Monday evening was 
discharged from hospital on Tuesday morning with his arm in a cast. 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: Willie Maritz saw a 
video of the event taken by the backpacker and 
said: “There is absolutely no doubt it was a 
white shark; you could actually see it grab the 
surfboard.” He suggested that the shark was 
returning to the Cape after following and 
feeding off sardines in KwaZulu-Natal waters. 
Maritz also felt that the shark intended to bite 
the teenager's surf board, but his hand got in 
the way. “There were no upper jaw toothmarks 
on the board which makes me think the shark 
got a fright when it went for it,” he said. “And as 
for Ainslie, "he was bloody lucky."  
 

Witnesses estimated that the shark was about 
four metres in length. 
 
COMMENT: A Canadian backpacker Sean 
Smith, happened to be videotaping the surfers 
as the shark bit Ainslie’s board. A frames from 
the video recording of the incident also shows 
the second shark nearby. A fin can be seen 
above the wave as the shark's jaws clamp on 
the back of the board and drag it under the 
water. As Ainslie is thrown from his board by 
the four-metre shark that approached from the 
left, the second shark is clearly silhouetted in a 
breaking wave to the right of the surfboard. The 
second shark moves away as the first shark 
bites the surfboard. 
 
SOURCES: Daily Dispatch (East London),  
http://www.dispatch.co.za/2006/02/18/editoria/chiel.html  
Barbara Hollands, Weekend Post, August 30, 2010,  
http://www.weekendpost.co.za/article.aspx?id=600122 
 
CASE INVESTIGATOR: Andrew Gifford, Shark Research Institute-South Africa 
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“I was taking a wave when the shark came up," 
recalls Shannon. "Then I was underwater and saw 
a shark's head. I looked directly into his eyes and 

thought I was dreaming.”  
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Weather at East London July 16, 2000 
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