
ACTIVITY: Reviving a sedated captive pregnant shark 
CASE: GSAF 2007.05.24 
DATE: Thursday May 24, 2007 
LOCATION: The incident took place in the Virginia Aquarium and 
Marine Science Center located at 717 General Booth Boulevard, 
Virginia Beach, Princess Anne County, Virginia, USA.  
36.8°N, 76.1°W  
 
NAME: Beth Firchau 
DESCRIPTION: She is the aquarium’s curator of fishes,  leader of 
the shark physicals team, and has been with the aquarium for 12 
years. 
 
BACKGROUND 
MOON PHASE: First Quarter 
TIME: Morning 
 
NARRATIVE: Beth Firchau, curator of fishes at the Virginia 
Aquarium, was bitten by a sedated shark that was undergoing a routine physical. The 
aquarium keeps sharks and other ocean dwellers in its 300,000-gallon Norfolk Canyon, 
which replicates a natural underwater canyon 60 miles off Virginia's coast. Veterinarians, 
divers and aquarium staff conduct shark physicals once or twice a year. During a physical, a 
shark is corralled into a cordoned-off 12-foot-by-12-foot section of the tank called “the 
hospital” which is not visible to the public. Firchau and several other team members were in 
this part of the tank when the incident took place. According to Linda Candler, a 
spokesperson for the Virginia Aquarium, this was the first time someone had been bitten 
since the aquarium acquired sharks in 1996. 

The sharks are very lightly sedated to make them safer for handling and the shark, Tidbit, 
had been measured, weighed and blood drawn. Afterwards, Tidbit was disoriented and 
unable to swim on her own. “Because the shark was slow to come out of sedation, Beth 
was walking her through the water to pass oxygen over her gills to help her wake up,” said 
Candler. “She released the shark. It began to swim on its own, then it just did a 360 back to 
Beth and bit her.”   

Dr. Robert George said, “Beth hollered ‘Get it off me, help me, get me out of here!’, things 
like that. She maintained herself really well considering what was going on.”   

INJURY: Tidbit bit Beth’s left shin. The bite tore away some tissue but didn't reach bone, 
and only necessitated suturing.  

FIRST AID: “Emergency response was quick because staffers drill for mishaps like this,” 
said Dr. George. “We always go through a safety drill and discussion before we even do 
these. We have a routine and a protocol and everybody did what they were supposed to by 
the numbers and took care of it.”  
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TREATMENT: Beth was admitted to Sentara Virginia Beach General Hospital for evaluation 
and treatment by a plastic surgeon. 

SPECIES: Tidbit was a 10-year-old, 94-pound female blacktip shark. “The shark was 
healthy and had undergone physicals before without problems, so it wasn’t clear what 
prompted her to bite,” said Candler. Tidbit never recovered from medication she was given 
and died next day (Friday). According to veterinarian Dr. George, when the necropsy was 
performed it was found that Tidbit was pregnant, however, Dr. George said Tidbit hadn’t 
had any contact with a male blacktip shark. 

Researchers suggested two explanations: the embryonic pup was a hybrid, a cross 
between the blacktip and a male of another species (perhaps a sandbar or brown shark), or 
it was the result of asexual reproduction. If the latter, it would be only the second confirmed 
case of shark parthenogenesis on record, officials said in a press release. “There have 
been recent reports of asexual reproduction in captive female hammerheads, and if that’s 
the case with our shark, it’s history-making science,” said Dr. George. He said blood said 
tissue samples will be sent to a laboratory for DNA analysis, and conclusive results may 
take several months. It was thought that the pregnancy might have been the reason Tidbit 
succumbed to the sedation. 
 
SOURCES: http://www.wavy.com/Global/story.asp?=656238 
wtopnews.com, http://www.wtopnews.com/index.php?nid=600&sid=1150749 

Beth Firchau pulls back the snout of a 
sandtiger shark to bring it under control 
as it is given a physical at the Virginia 

Marine Science Museum in 2002.  
The Virginian Pilot File Photo 
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