
The nursehound shark 
not a thorny story 





1

aletes
dorsals

Nostrils

Hi! I am a nursehound, a fish that 
you probably don’t know

I am a small shark, more slender than other close species such as the 
small-spotted cat shark from which you can differentiate me, moreover, 
by the shape of the nostrils and because of my two rounded dorsal fins. 
We can get big, almost a meter and a half. But we Mediterraneans ones 
don't usually measure more than 100 cm.

Not all nursehounds are 
the same colour but we are 
always spotted on the back 

with a pale belly.
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We live in a large part of the Mediterranean and in the 
European Atlantic from the Iberian Peninsula to Norway.

My name in Catalan comes from the Latin name “
Cattu Variu”.  Gatvirat as wild cats are called in L̀Em-
porda. Sailors must have found us similar, because of 
the spots, and they gave us the cat’s name, a name that 
has spread and is used in the Balearic Islands and the 

entire Catalan coast.

Mallorquins  used to call informal 
people who can't be taken seriously Gat-
vaire. Sounds a bit offensive to me!!

Names in other languages:
Spanish: Alitan
French: Rousette
Italian: Gattopardo
English: Nursehound
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I am a cartilaginous fish, there are two main categories of 
fish: Us chondrichthyans (sharks, scratches and chimeras, 
(which do not have scales or the spines so typical of most 

fish and bony fish, which are the majority.

We are far apart in evolution. In 
fact there are as many differences 
between bony and cartilage fish as 
between mammals and birds. We are 

different classes.
In Catalan and Spanish, all carti-
laginous fish are called "Basti-
na". In the Balearic Islands there 
are 366 known species of bony 
fish and 57 of bastina.



Unintentional capture is also a problem: 
There are selective fishing systems that 
catch sharks inadvertently. If intentio-
nal or accidental fishing exceeds the 
reproduction rate of a species, it is 
called overfishing. Many species of 

sharks and rays are overfished, which is 
why they are thrwhy they are threatened.

That the bastina is in regression indi-
cates that we have lost the marine 
balance. We put the entire ecological 

balance at risk. A bad deal!

The bastina in regression! What’s happening? 42% of the world's sharks and 
56% of rays are threatened. In the Far East, shark fin soup is highly appreci-
ated, for this reason, sharks are caught all over the world and their fins are 
cut off and the body is thrown back into the sea, it is an abusive fishing, it 
means wasting most of the animal, it  is forbidden by European regulations, 
but many other countries still practice it.
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Torpedo torpedo

In the Balearic Islands, the sawfish and the common torpedo 
have disappeared among those that are most threatened include 
the hammerhead shark, guitar sharks, the white shark, the angel 
sharks and skates, there are 26 species of bastina species 

threatened in the Balearic Sea.
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Old fishermen remember that 
nursehounds were once much 
more abundant than today.

In other areas of the Mediterranean, such 
as Corsica and North Africa, we are more 
abundant, but here we have become rare. 
We are victims of overfishing since we re-

produce very slowly

Since we don't like swimming in open water (we 
always want to touch the bottom with our belly) 
we cannot come from other areas where they are 
more abundant and we are gradually disappearing.

Open waters 
AfricaBalearic Islands



As I said, we live on the bottom. We usu-
ally find ourselves on hard, rocky or 
coral bottoms, between 20 and 60 

meters deep to find a partner we go to 
deeper waters.

We are, like most sharks, carnivores. Our diet is 
varied; octopuses, cuttlefish, crabs and other fish 

is what we like the most.
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The shell of the egg is like leather 
and the embryo can be seen within 
the shell by transparency. It has fi-
laments each end of the egg that as 
they fall   hook on to algae, gorgo-
nians or sea grass. You can find 
dried bastina eggs on the beaches.

We reproduce by eggs; our eggs 
are called mermaid purses 
because of their shape.
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We lay very few eggs, about twenty or so a year, on the other hand, bony fish lay many hundreds or 
thousands. Sardines for example make 60,000 each year! That's why we are much more vulnerable 
to fishing! It takes between 5 and 7 months to develop.

en els primers estadis 
els embrions s'assemblen 
molt als d'altres vertebrats, 

com vosaltres!

Growth of a nursehound inside the mermaid’s purse.

Nursehounds 
embryo 

Human 
embryo



Fortunately, bastina have more friends every day! There are 
organizations that work in favour of these species. The Go-
vernment creates marine reserves and aquariums and parks 
help, also many people commit themselves in favour of the 

sea, do you want to help? 

In order to survive, nursehounds in particular and bastina in general, need large areas where fi-
shing is forbidden and that the fishing gear should be more selective every day, surely with the 
help of the fishermen we will manage to recover!
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In 2020, eight of these entities have launched a very ambitious project; the protection of bastina spe-
cies in the Balearic Sea and even restore the populations of the most threatened species. Both the Go-
vernment of the Balearic Islands and scientific and nature conservation organizations work with the 
same objective.

They have started working for us, the nursehounds! Thanks to the involvement 
of fishermen, the working groups gather nursehounds in special aquariums, 
they feed them very well so that they grow, then lay their eggs in the best 
conditions and they have already obtained almost 200 baby nursehounds!
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Now, the young nursehounds are growing, and in the coming months they will be released in 
particularly favourable areas, such as the Cabrera National Park, where we hope they will 
breed in freedom and spread and live on all seabed.

The Gatvaire project is a hope to recover the native fauna of the Balearic seas!

You can see the nursehounds in the aquariums of te Cabrera National Park Aquarium and at Palma 
Aquarium, the ministries of environment and fisheries and other entities also work on their behalf, 
which you can see on the back cover of this booklet.

If you pay attention to social networks and newspapers, you will be able to learn more and more 
about this project and others in favour of both terrestrial and marine nature of the Balearic Islands.
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