
ACTIVITY: Scallop diving on hookah (compressor and air-hose)  
CASE: GSAF 2015.07.25 
DATE: Saturday July 25, 2015 
LOCATION: The fatality occurred off Tasmania’s east coast, 750 metres NE of Lachlan Island 
in the Mercury Passage, which separates Maria Island and the Tasmanian mainland. 
42°38'14.7"S, 147°59'08.3"E  
 
NAME: Damien Johnson 
 
DESCRIPTION: Male, 
46 year old father of two. 
Recreational scallop 
d i v e r  ( f o r m e r 
professional urchin 
diver), and Hobart City 
Council depot worker 
who resided at Kingston 
(in the Kingborough 
municipality, 15 minutes 
south of Tasmania’s 
capital city Hobart). 
 
SUPPORT BOAT: 4.8 
metre (16 ft), open top, 
unpainted aluminium 
dinghy. Single 40 HP 
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Yamaha outboard motor. Twin air-compressor and hoses.  
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: At 07h00, YMHB (the airport closest to Hobart) 
recorded mostly cloudy skies and visibility of 6.2 miles. The 
air temperature was 41°F, wind chill 35.8°F, dew point 
37.4°F, humidity 87%, sea level pressure 29.59 inches and 
wind direction was NW at 8.1 mph. By 08h00, YMHB 
recorded air temperature of 41°F, dew point 37.4°F, wind 
chill 38°F, humidity 87%, sea level pressure remained 
unchanged, and wind direction was NNW at 4.6 mph.  
(See page 14) 
MOON PHASE: First Quarter, 59% of the Moon was 
illuminated. 
SEA CONDITIONS: The sea surface temperature was 12° 
to 13° Celsius / 53° to 55° Fahrenheit (CSIRO, I.M.O.S. 
data) 

ENVIRONMENT: Lachlan 
Island is located in the 
M e r c u r y  P a s s a g e , 
approximately 2 kilometres 
from the Tasmanian 
mainland (at Rheban 
Beach to the west) and 
a p p r o x i m a t e l y  4 . 5 
kilometres from Maria 
Island (at Booming Bay to 
the east). Located 2 
kilometres south-west of 
Lachlan Island, is the 
mouth of the Sandspit 
Lagoon (see Fig. 1), a 
large shallow tidal lagoon 
fed by a small number of 
seasona l  f reshwater 
creeks. Salinity of the lagoon has not been determined but local residents believe that 
freshwater outflow into Mercury Passage is negligible under normal conditions (personal 
communication). The open sand seafloor of Mercury Passage is regularly scoured by strong 
currents and ranges between 5.0 metres (17 feet) and 12 metres (40 feet) in depth across 
its width in the vicinity of the fatality. Lachlan Island, furthermore, is located 29.5 kilometres 
(18 miles) south-west of Isle Des Phoques (variously ‘Ile des Phoques’ and known locally as 
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25 July 2015 at 05h00 

Lachan Island from Rheban Beach 
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‘White Rock’), a haul-out and former breeding colony for Australian Fur Seals 
(Arctocephalus pusillus doriferus). On average, between 10 and 50 seals can be found at 
Isle Des Phoques at any given time (Pemberton & Kirkwood 1994). It is common local 
knowledge that sharks are attracted to the area by the fur-seals at Isle Des Phoques. Since 
1943, Tasmania’s east coast, between Eddystone Point (41°00'S) to the north, and Dunalley 
Narrows (42°50'S) to the south, has recorded 13 white shark captures, 9 of these from the 
waters between Isle Des Phoques and the southern entrance to Mercury Passage (see Fig. 
4). The 13 captured sharks ranged in size from 1.5 metres (5 feet) to 5.4 metres (18 feet), 
from which an average size of 3.9 metres (13 feet) resulted. Numerous white shark 
‘encounters’ (or sightings) have also been recorded in the east coast waters of Tasmania 
(see ‘Species’ section of this report for details). 
DEPTH OF WATER: 12 metres - 40 feet (See Fig. 1.)  
TIME: 10h00. Note: media reports put the time of the accident at between 07h00 and 08h00. 
This is incorrect. (Tasmania Police - personal communication - 5 August, 2015.)  
 
NARRATIVE: Between 07h00 and 08h00 on Saturday the 25th of July, 2015, recreational 
divers Damian Johnson (46) and his daughter (un-named, early 20s), set off from the 
coastal township of Orford in a 4.8 metre open dinghy and travelled the 15 kilometres by sea 
to Lachlan Island in the Mercury Passage. The pair was keen to make the most of the 
remaining Tasmanian scallop season which was due to close in two days time. 
 
They anchored the boat in 12 metres of water, 750 metres off the NE corner of Lachlan 
Island, and commenced diving on a twin-hose hookah rig, both dressed in the full-length 
wetsuits commonly used in cool Tasmanian waters. The tide was rising and there was a 
freshening northerly wind of approximately 10 knots. 
 
When they had filled their catch-bags with scallops, the pair returned to the boat. Having 
assessed and sorted the morning’s catch, Damian Johnson decided to return to the bottom, 
alone, to collect just a few more scallops. 
 
Johnson’s daughter became concerned when he hadn’t resurfaced after 15 to 20 minutes. 
She re-entered the water to try and locate him and saw her father being attacked by a very 
large grey shark of noticeably heavy girth. She returned to the boat and raised the alarm by 
discharging a flare and making an emergency phone call on her mobile. There were a 
number of divers collecting scallops in the area at the time and a nearby boat responded to 
the distress signal within minutes. This boat’s occupants hauled Johnson to the surface by 
the air-hose looped around his weight-belt. It was immediately evident that he had been 
fatally injured. The shark did not reappear, either during the recovery, or afterwards. 
 
At a press conference on the afternoon of the accident, Tasmania Police Inspector David 
Wiss responded to questions about the possibility of a hunt for the shark by stating ‘This is 
the first fatal shark attack in Tasmanian waters in 22 years. Even though this is a traumatic 
incident, sharks are entitled to be in our waterways. We are warning people not to enter the 
water’. In response to rumours that Triabunna local fishermen were planning a covert hunt of 
the white shark thought responsible, Tasmania Police issued a warning that they would be 
regularly patrolling the surrounding waters and would prosecute anybody engaged in illegal 
activities. (White sharks have been fully protected since 1995 in Tasmanian waters, and in 
all Australian state and territory waters since 1997.) 
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Immediately after the accident, Tasmanian Greens Party senator, Peter Whish-Wilson issued 
a statement addressing the fearful reactions of people, commonly in evidence in the aftermath 
of shark attacks. “There have only been five fatal shark attacks in Tasmania since convict 
times. Over time people will be calling for sharks to be killed. While it’s tragic news, we want 
to keep a couple of things in perspective.” 
 
The Tasmanian GSAF investigator (author of this report), when asked for comment by ABC 
Television News, made the following observations, “Shark populations around the world are in 
decline and Tasmanian waters are no exception. I think the reason that more shark incidents 
appear to be happening is because there are more people in the water. Of the six fatalities we 
have experienced, three have occurred in summer and three in winter, so that gives an 
indication that sharks are in our waters year round and increasingly, people are in the water 
year round as well.” 
 
Andrew Paynter, Damian Johnson’s brother-in-law, undertook to be the family’s spokesman 
the day after the accident. In an interview with ABC Television News he said, “Obviously 
everyone is still in a substantial amount of shock and just trying to come to terms with the 
reality of it I think. She (the victim’s daughter who witnessed the attack) is a really tough lady 
and she’s doing a remarkable job under, as I’m sure you can appreciate, really very trying 
circumstances.” Paynter went on to say that Johnson, as a former professional diver, was 
aware of the risks. “He certainly wouldn’t be put off by it, I’m sure if it hadn’t been him, he’d be 
back in the water at the next available opportunity.” In regards to the rumoured shark hunt 
proposed by Triabunna locals, Paynter said, “I’m sure I can speak for Damian by saying that 
would be the last thing that he’d want.” 
 
INJURY: Fatal 
 
SPECIES:  It appears, from all the available evidence, that the shark involved in the Mercury 
Passage fatality was a large specimen of the white shark (Carcharodon carcharias). This 
conclusion is founded on a number of factors including:  
1. The description of the attacking shark given by the only eyewitness (see ‘Narrative’ 

above).  
2. The extensive injuries sustained by the victim.   
3. Comparisons of the subject fatality with the circumstances surrounding other white shark 

attacks on divers in Tasmanian waters.   
4. The locality of the attack and its history of white shark captures and encounters.   
5. The season (Tasmanian winter).   
6. The compelling testimony of two other scallop divers who encountered a large female 

white shark (positively identified) on the evening prior to the fatality, in the same area. 
 
Specifics of the victim’s injuries, at this time, remain the subject of an ongoing Coronial Inquiry 
and cannot be discussed in detail in this version of the report. Suffice to say they were, in this 
investigator’s opinion, without doubt the work of a very large and powerful shark, though 
perhaps one not necessarily motivated by hunger. In this regard, it should be noted that the 
shark neither completely consumed the diver, nor bore his remains away. Similarly, it did not 
interfere with the recovery of those remains. Indeed, the shark was not seen again after it was 
observed underwater, which perhaps suggests that it subsequently moved on immediately 
after the fatality. 
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It should be further noted that of the five previous Tasmanian shark fatalities where the size 
and species of the attacking shark were observed (four in total), all appear to have been large 
white sharks ranging in size between 4.0 and 6.0 metres (13 and 20 feet) in length (Black C. 
– White Pointer South, Wellington Bridge Press 2010).  
 
Of these fatalities, only a single lower leg, that of a SCUBA diver at a seal colony, has ever 
been recovered at a Tasmanian shark fatality site (see GSAF 1993.06.05. Cartwright). This 
fact indicates that the sharks implicated in these cases were large individuals capable of 
either completely consuming large prey, or of bearing off any remains to some distance 
remote from the initial sites of the attacks. The recent fatality in the Mercury Passage is (to 
date) the only white shark accident in Tasmanian waters to have resulted in mostly intact 
remains. The white shark has been positively identified, by eyewitness accounts and through 
scientific analysis of bite impressions on surfboards, as the perpetrator of three previous 
confirmed fatalities and two confirmed non-fatal attacks in Tasmanian seas. Furthermore, the 
species is strongly suspected of involvement in a fourth fatality and another two non-fatal 
attacks. It is likely therefore, that of the eleven unprovoked attacks on humans (prior to the 
subject of this report) documented in Tasmanian waters since 1803, as many as eight are 
attributable to white sharks. This is hardly surprising considering that Carcharodon carcharias 
is the dominant marine predator resident in temperate coastal seas (Black C. – White Pointer 
South, Wellington Bridge Press 2010). 
 
As of the July 25th, 2015 shark fatality, six divers have been ‘attacked’ in Tasmanian waters. 
One of these was snorkelling, two were SCUBA diving, and three were using hookah gear 
(an air-compressor and hose). Four of those attacked were recreational divers and two were 
commercial abalone divers. Four of the six shark accidents involving divers were fatal. The 
white shark is considered the perpetrator of all but one of the Tasmanian shark accidents 
(fatal and non-fatal) involving divers. 
 
A brief historical examination of white shark/human interactions on Tasmania’s east would 
seem instructive at this point. Two non-fatal white shark ‘attacks’ (both on surfers) have 
occurred off east coast beaches. The subject of this report, however, is the first shark fatality 
recorded on this coastline. This can be perceived as somewhat surprising given the history of 
white shark captures and encounters in those waters, and the numbers of humans utilising 
them for recreation. The pristine temperate water diving opportunities offered by the east and 
south-east regions of Tasmania’s coastline are world renowned. Aside from a dedicated local 
diver presence in these cool seas, interstate and international dive tourism represents a 
thriving (and rapidly growing) industry, particularly at east coast locations, which enjoy 
generally better weather and access than the wilder south-eastern zone. Tasmanian east 
coast waters are often compared to the Mediterranean in their colouring and placidity (even if 
not in water temperature). Water clarity is usually excellent and beautiful beaches, giant kelp 
forests, spectacular rocky reefs and varied sea-life abound. Consequently, opportunities for 
underwater photography are arguably most numerous in east coast seas and ever-increasing 
numbers of sport divers to the region, for this and other reasons, have ensured that divers 
and the white sharks frequenting east coast waters are more likely to encounter one another. 
 
In October 1995, for example, famed American underwater photographer David Doubilet, 
was among a small dive party exploring the waters around the Australian fur-seal haul-out at 
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Isle Des Phoques (see Fig. 3). The group had 
just descended from their boat to the bottom 
when a 5.0 metre (17 ft), female white shark 
unhurriedly cruised in at head-height to inspect 
the divers. It made two circuits before 
disappearing into the gloom. One of the divers, 
Mary Malloy (an interstate underwater 
photographer from Melbourne), managed to 
capture two frames of the shark as it made its 
second pass.  
 
Malloy’s photographs remained, for at least a 
decade, the only images of a living white shark in Tasmanian waters. In the subsequent age of 
smart-phones and go-pro cameras, pictures and amateur video footage of live Tasmanian 
white sharks have proliferated, although it should be noted that all (to date) have been obtained 
from the safety of boats.  
 
Images of dead white sharks from local waters, however, are not in short supply. Since 1943, 
seventy-seven white shark captures (documented and verified) have been recorded in 
Tasmania (Black C. – White Pointer South, Wellington Bridge Press 2010).  

Thirteen of these were caught in east coast waters, of which nine specimens were taken from 
areas that can be said to be within reasonable proximity (80 sq kilometres or 30 sq miles) of 
the 25 July, 2015 fatality site (see Fig. 4). 
 
The township of Triabunna, situated at the head of Spring Bay, is an important fishing port and 
home to a large fleet of lobster-fishing, scale-fishing and shark-fishing vessels. Many of the 
historical east coast white shark captures were made by Triabunna commercial fishermen, and 
usually resulted from the sharks becoming entangled in gill-nets deployed for other target fish 
species. On two occasions, however, white sharks were shot after they had ‘attacked’ the 
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fishermen’s work dinghies, apparently without provocation. Both of these incidents occurred 
at the same specific location, though remarkably, seven years apart (see Fig.4. 1943 Spring 
Bay and 1950 Spring Bay). 
 
In the 1940s and 1950s, a thriving barracouta (Thirsites atun) fishery also operated out of 
Triabunna. Older fishermen of the area are convinced that white sharks became habituated 
to the comings and goings of the ‘couta boats during the fishery’s heyday, and frequented 
the Spring Bay environs as a result. The loaded wells of barracouta boats continually 
seeped blood from damaged fish into the water and ‘couta heads and entrails were dumped 
liberally from their decks as the catches were cleaned. The slicks of berley (chum) thus 
created were likely to entice any shark that encountered them (Black C. – White Pointer 
South, Wellington Bridge Press 2010). 
 
Recreational fishers too, have encountered white sharks off the east coast. Three of the nine 
captures detailed in Fig. 4 were made by non-professionals. In one case (Fig.4. 2002 Green 
Bluff) a recreational fisherman cut an entangled white shark from his net and released it 
alive. Most recreational encounters with white sharks on the east coast involved sharks 
attracted to boats by fishing activity. One more recent example occurred in early February, 
2011, when a 4.5 metre (15 ft) white shark passed beneath a 4.0 metre dinghy just off 
Rheban Beach in the Mercury Passage (personal communication). On three occasions that 
this author knows of, white sharks have been encountered or sighted by divers underwater 
off the east coast. One of these incidents involved an entire trainee SCUBA class whose 
members were open-water diving for the first time (personal communication). In all three 
cases, the sharks showed little or no interest in the divers and none displayed aggression of 
any kind. 
 
Another factor that helps identify Damian Johnson’s ‘attacker’, is the season in which the 
fatality occurred. During the Tasmanian winter, the large predatory shark most likely to be 
encountered is Carcharodon carcharias. From January through to May (Austral 
summer/autumn), other large shark species enter Tasmanian waters, usually in association 
with the East Australian Current and the migrating prey species it harbours. These include 
short-fin makos (Isurus oxyrinchus), smooth hammerheads (Sphyrna zygaena), bronze 
whalers (Carcharhinus brachyurus) and, very rarely, tiger sharks (Galeocerdo cuvier). The 
latter species has only been recorded twice (to date) off Tasmania, and only in north coast 
waters (i.e., no further south than 41°00'S). 
 
Although it is true that other predatory species can be found in Tasmanian waters year 
round, such as seven-gills (Notorynchus cepedianus), threshers (Alopias vulpinus), blue 
sharks (Prionace glauca) and porbeagles (Lamna nasus), none approach the size of the 
shark that was witnessed attacking Damian Johnson, or that which was encountered by two 
other divers, just eighteen hours prior to his death. The testimony of these divers represents 
the most compelling evidence in any attempt to identify the species of shark involved in the 
July 25th accident. 
 
The two recreational scallop divers encountered a large female white shark in Mercury 
Passage, only 2.5 kilometres (1.5 miles) from the site of the next day’s fatality. One of the 
divers was approached and circled by the shark at mid-depth, while the other was ‘rolled’ by 
the shark at the surface. It appears very likely that this was the same shark that attacked 
Damien Johnson subsequently. 
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This investigator interviewed the two divers, Danny Smith and Wade Cleary, four days after 
their encounter. They had been scallop diving (on hookah, with two deckhands on board the 
boat) just inside Booming Bay on Maria Island, east of the fatality site. 

The vessel they were diving from was a 6.5 metre (22 foot) ‘Outsider Cruisecraft’, of fibreglass 
construction with a white and blue paint job. The tide was ebbing and a 3 knot current at the 
bottom was difficult to swim against. The weather was overcast. Their encounter with the 
shark started at around 4:50 pm as the light was starting to fade, and occurred in 8.0 metres 
(27 feet) of water. Underwater visibility was poor, around 4.0 metres (13 feet). 
 
The divers’ gear is described as follows:  
Danny Smith –7.5 mm, merino lined, one piece wetsuit, black with light blue shoulder inserts, 
small red emblem on right chest. Weight-belt black with blue pockets. Fins black. Mask black. 
Gloves black. Catch-bag fluoro yellow. Air-hose fluoro yellow. Black hood with white ‘Oceanic’ 
logo. 
Wade Cleary - One piece semi-dry suit, black with blue cuffs and collar. Mask black with 
strap guard with white logo. Fins black. Gloves black. Catch-bag dark blue and black. 
Buoyancy Compensator vest black. Hose fluoro yellow. 
 
Neither diver observed any seals or dolphins in the water. Indeed, no fish were seen either, 
the only life in evidence being scallops, large numbers of spider crabs, and the white shark 
they encountered. 
 
Following are verbatim transcripts of the interviews with Smith and Cleary:  
Danny Smith (30): “We left the boat ramp at approximately 2.45 pm (14h45) and arrived at 
Maria Island at 4:30 pm (16h30). It was blowing a 35 knot, northerly wind. It was a fair bash to 
get across there. We entered the water, and me and the mate I dive with (Wade Cleary) are 
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pretty much in sync – if you go to the bottom and there’s nothing there, you don’t bother 
wasting time, you come back up and move (the boat). We’d moved, I suppose, several 
times. We’d tried to put the anchor in. We had 60 metres of chain and probably 30 metres of 
rope, but as I said, with the wind, it shifted the boat. I said to the brother-in-law (one of the 
deckhands on board) ‘We’re just going to have to go live’ (drift), so we winched the anchor. 
We jumped back in and we got onto a few scallops. Naturally, we drifted back off them so 
came up again. Six or seven times we’d been in and out of the water and it was on the 
eighth time in that I had my encounter with the shark.”  
 
“We were moving from about 12 metres (depth) up to about 8 metres – that’s where we were 
finding the scallops. The bottom was bevelled. I dive with a wetsuit and weight-belt only, on 
hookah, whereas Wade dives with a BC (buoyancy compensator vest) on hookah, which 
works for him but not so much for me. I like to follow my air-line along the bottom and come 
up directly beside the boat whereas Wade just pumps up and can come up anywhere you 
know? At that particular stage I had 70 metres of line out and Wade had the full 100 metres 
out. I got in to the 8 metre mark and had started to come up with a bag full of scallops and I 
thought Wade would have a bag as well. I felt a tap on the shoulder. It was like a human 
tapping me on the shoulder. I turned around and the shark just cruised past me and did a 
circle back on me. I think it was her pectoral fin that tapped me. She brushed me on the left-
hand side and as soon as I turned (to look) I knew what it was. Nothing changed in her 
emotion (behaviour). She was about a metre off me. I could tell the sex of the shark (female) 
and I could see the marks where she’d been fighting with other sharks. She was close 
enough that I could have patted her if I’d wanted to. As she went past, her tail went pretty 
close to knocking my reg (mouthpiece) and goggles off. Her swimming wasn’t erratic, she 
was just cruising. She did a circle back around in front of me and I was midway in the water 
and didn’t know whether to go back down to the bottom or go to the top. Then I thought, 
‘Wade’s probably got a bag of scallops as well, he’ll be on the top. Sharks attack from 
underneath. Take the chance, get to the top, and see where Wade is.’ That’s exactly what I 
did. I went straight to the boat. The shark didn’t follow me. I did a circle with her (watching 
her on ascent) and she kept the same distance from me the whole time. She cruised back 
off when I was about half a metre from the boat. As soon as she saw the boat she 
disappeared again. I’m a hundred percent sure she was just curious. So I’ve climbed up the 
ladder and I’m screaming to the other two boys (deckhands) ‘Where’s Wade at? Where’s 
Wade at?’ They said ‘Oh he popped up about half a minute ago – he’s down over the back 
(astern).’ I said ‘Get him in, get him in NOW!’ They asked why and I said ‘There’s a white 
under the boat.’ In the heat of the moment you just don’t think of it, but we should have just 
backed the boat up to him but instead, we just started physically pulling Wade at a fair pace 
across the top like a lure and she’s come up underneath him and rolled on him so to speak. I 
don’t think she intended to bite him at that stage, maybe just having a look to see what he 
was. Wade was on the surface floating vertical until we started pulling him, then he was semi 
on his side and she’s come up and hit him and he’s done a full 360 (degrees spin) from the 
impact. He said to me afterwards that because it was blowing a 35 knot wind, he thought a 
wave had rolled him over until he looked back down and saw the shark descending. He said 
‘That’s when I started kicking and screaming.’ When that happened, Wade was about ten 
metres from the back of the boat. When we’d pulled him in close, we reached over and I’ve 
just scruffed Wade by the hair of the head and John’s grabbed him by the arm and we’re 
trying to pull him into the boat but his scallop bag was jammed in the ladder so it was all very 
chaotic. We got him up and about half a second later she (the shark) has come right to the 
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surface at the stern, rolled over, basically looked at us and descended back to the bottom. 
In all honesty, I think she was just curious that day. I thought later that it probably wasn’t 
until we started pulling Wade in (across the surface) that she fired up and maybe thought ‘Is 
that food?’ I’ve done a lot of mako fishing and you get to know when sharks are fired up and 
keen to chew, but when she came up beside the boat she wasn’t interested at all.” 
 
Wade Cleary (28): “I’ve popped up off the bottom and at that stage I wasn’t aware what 
was going on (i.e. a shark being in the area). The boys were pulling quite hard on my air-
line, pulling me in. I thought I’d got a pretty good wave come over the back of me, but that 
was when I got hit from behind by the shark. It rolled me a bit. I didn’t have a clue what was 
happening. Just before it hit, that’s when the boys stopped pulling because they froze when 
they saw the fins come out of the water behind me. That’s when I got rolled. It’s hard to 
describe now how hard the shark hit me because the water was rough and I thought a wave 
had hit me. I was definitely hit by the shark (as opposed to the surge of the passing shark) 
but I don’t know by which part of it, whether it was the pectoral fin or the head. It was like 
being hit by a bus. When I was rolled, my head went back under and I saw the shark itself. 
At that stage it was going away, straight to the bottom.” 
 
“To describe it now, it looked like a 44 gallon drum (girth). I hadn’t seen the dorsal fin at that 
stage, only the head. I just hit panic-stations and started kicking for dear life to get out of 
there. I was doing a lot of shouting, taking the reg (regulator mouthpiece) in and out and 
shouting ‘There’s a shark! There’s a shark!’ I didn’t know Danny had seen it. When I got 
back to the boat, Danny was saying there was a shark and I said ‘I know, I’ve just been hit 
by it’ and they said ‘Yeah we know!’ Danny got to see the shark without any real hassle 
from it, but my encounter was being hit from behind … it was frightening. Looking back on it, 
it was nice to see it (the shark) and as I say it was like a 44 gallon drum. Unlike a lot of 
white sharks I’ve seen on documentaries, it was real blotchy – it wasn’t real definition 
between the grey top and white bottom. We both said it was nearly white all over 
(investigator’s italics – see accompanying photographs in ‘Investigator’s Analysis’ section). 
She wasn’t the black-grey on top, unless it was the time of night we saw it and the boat 
lights being on it? I remember thinking ‘That’s a white, but it’s not the colouring of a white.’ 
When I was pulled back onto the boat she came back for another look at the back of the 
boat. My catch bag had been trapped on the ladder too, so I’d been trying to sink back 
down so everything could come back up all at once. It was like she’d come back up to have 
a look at me, but she was calm.” 
 
The shark was positively identified as a white shark by both divers. They are certain of the 
shark’s species as both men share an interest in sharks. Danny Smith has a wide 
experience of game-fishing for short-fin mako sharks (Isurus oxyrinchus) in Tasmanian 
waters. Furthermore, he was easily able to determine the sex of the shark he encountered 
due to his knowledge of sharks. Smith estimated the shark’s length at between 4.2 and 4.8 
metres (14 to 16 feet). He arrived at this estimate based on a comparison of his own height 
of 1.8 metres (6 feet) against the shark’s length when it was close alongside him. 
Smith and Cleary agreed that throughout their encounters the shark’s behaviour remained 
“calm, unhurried and curious, not agitated at all. Her fins were not in a threat display 
(stiffened and lowered). Her lower jaw was lowered a fraction when she went past but her 
jaw didn’t move otherwise. The shark seemed very relaxed.” 
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Danny Smith and Wade Cleary reported their encounter with the shark to maritime authorities 
at 8:45 am (08h40) on the morning of the fatality. 
 
When interviewed (after the fatality) by ABC News about their encounter, Danny Smith 
responded to the rumours of an illegal shark hunt thus, “I wouldn’t like to see the shark culled. 
As I said, we enter the water knowing full well that they’re in there. Leave it alone. I saw it 
under the water and it is one of the most beautiful things that you’ll ever see.” 
 
INVESTIGATOR’S ANALYSIS: An interesting aspect of Smith and 
Cleary’s encounter is their description of the shark’s colouration. 
Both agreed that the shark was very pale or ‘nearly white all over’, 
as they put it. This is an atypical, but not unknown phenomenon in 
white sharks.  
 
When the divers informed this investigator of their observation in 
regard to the shark’s colouring, I recalled that I had photographed 
just such a ‘pale’ white shark in South Australian waters in 2005. 
When subsequently shown the two photographs below, Smith and 
Cleary immediately and positively responded that it was very similar 
in colour and shading to the shark they had seen. It will be noted 
that the light dorsal pigmentation and indistinct delineation between 
dorsal and ventral colours, impart an overall light grey appearance 
to the pictured specimen. 
 
It may be significant that the only eyewitness to the attack on 
Damian Johnson described the shark she saw as simply ‘grey’. Obviously the circumstances 
in which the shark was observed were terribly traumatic for the witness, so to read too much 
into her description would be both unfair and inconclusive. However, the dramatic 
countershading of the hide of white sharks is an identifying feature commonly noted by 
observers, along with the sharp lateral delineation between the dark dorsal and white ventral 
surfaces. A white shark’s back is most commonly described as being dark grey or even black. 
Granted, at the surface in bright sunlight, the dorsal surface can appear dung-brown or 
bronze in tint, but notwithstanding such subtle variations, the dorsal colouring is obviously 
‘dark’ compared to the rest of the fish. The possibility that the shark observed by the witness 
may have exhibited pale (light grey) pigmentation could represent tentative additional 
confirmation (aside from geographical and temporal proximity) that the shark encountered by 
Danny Smith and Wade Cleary, and the shark that attacked Damian Johnson, were one and 
the same animal. If this is the case (which seems likely), it is conceivable that the shark’s 
encounter with the two divers, only 18 hours earlier, may have emboldened it in its interaction 
with Damian Johnson. 
 
 The behaviour of the shark(s) is also of interest. It has already been noted that the shark 
encountered by Smith and Cleary exhibited little or no aggression. Even when Cleary was 
‘bumped’ or ‘rolled’ by the shark, it appeared to be engaging in either an investigatory, or 
perhaps even a ‘warning’ pass, rather than an all out predatory attack.  
 
The fact that the shark that attacked Damian Johnson did not consume him after killing him, 
could indicate that, like the shark encountered by Smith and Cleary, it was not in ‘feeding’ 
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mode. Such behaviour, well documented in the shark attack literature, may indicate that the 
shark was more ‘combative’ than hungry, perhaps perceiving the divers in the water as 
competition rather than food. Unfortunately, the shark’s ‘warning’ (if that is what it was) 
proved lethal in Damian Johnson’s case. 
 
Of course, the possibility that the shark mistook Johnson for a fur-seal, and that the injuries 
resulted from a predatory attack scenario, cannot be ruled out. The victim’s wetsuit would 
have given him at least a passing resemblance to an adult fur-seal. The diver’s activity 
(foraging head-down on the seafloor) is similarly consistent with the behaviour of hunting 
fur-seals. Even if this was the case, however, it appears the shark realised it’s mistake and 
abandoned it’s kill as inedible (or at least not conforming to the qualities of it’s normal prey). 
 
As regards the sex of the shark involved, it will be remembered that Danny Smith (with a 
wide experience of shark fishing) positively identified the white shark he encountered as a 
female. The eyewitness to the attack on Damian Johnson described a shark of noticeably 
heavy girth, a common (almost definitive) characteristic of female white sharks. 
 
In conclusion, there appears little doubt that Damian Johnson was set upon by a large, 
female white shark of around 4.5 metres (15 feet) length as he searched the seafloor in the 
Mercury Passage for scallops. A white shark of this size can be expected to have weighed 
in the vicinity of 700 kilograms (1540 pounds). It is possible that it’s dorsal surface was of an 
unusually light shade of grey, and it appears that the shark left the immediate area of the 
fatality soon after it encountered and killed the victim. It is recognised today that white 
sharks exhibit more complex behaviours than previously suspected and that the species 
probably engages in a number of ‘attack’ modes other than that initiated by hunger alone. 
What motivated this particular shark in its actions remains open to conjecture, although 
some characteristics of this accident indicate that it may not have necessarily been an act of 
predation. 
 
LOCAL TASMANIAN NEWSPAPER COVERAGE OF THE ACCIDENT: Note: times of the 
fatality given in these newspaper accounts are incorrect. The accident occurred at 10:00 am 
(personal communication). 

 
 
 

 
 
  
 

 

 
 

Sunday Examiner: 26 July 2015 
Front page, pages 2 & 3 

Sunday Tasmanian: 26 July 2015 
Front page, pages 3, 4 & 5 
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INTERNET SOURCES: The Mercury (Hobart), July 26, 2015 
http://www.themercury.com.au/news/tasmania/great-white-shark-kills-diver-off-maria-
island/story-fnj4f7k1-1227457048217 
 

The Guardian, July 25, 2015 
http://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2015/jul/25/diver-killed-in-shark-attack-off-
tasmanias-maria-island  
 

ABC.net.au, July 25, 2015 
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-07-25/diver-taken-by-shark-off-tasmanias-maria-
island/6647942 
 

Sky News, July 25, 2015 
http://www.skynews.com.au/news/top-stories/2015/07/25/diver-killed-by-shark-off-
tasmania.html 
 
 

Sky News, July 26, 2015 
http://www.skynews.com.au/news/national/2015/07/26/tas-shark-victim-s-family-rejects-
cull.html 
 
CASE INVESTIGATOR: Chris Black, Global Shark Accident File 
 

The Mercury, Monday 27 July 2015 
Front page and pages 6 & 7 
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The Mercury Newspaper. 25 July 2015 
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