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Smooth Dogfish (Mustelus canis )
“I caught a sand shark!” Well, maybe not. 
It was probably a shark, but more likely 
you caught a smooth dogfish. This com-
mon bay and inshore inhabitant grows up 
to 60 inches, prefers shallow waters and 
is often caught by recreational anglers. It 
is a scavenger and opportunistic predator, 
feeding primarily on crustaceans, small fish 
and mollusks. The New Jersey state record 
“smoothie” was taken from Atlantic County 
waters weighing 19 pounds 8 ounces. 

Spiny Dogfish (Squalus acanthias )
Many fishermen learn the difference between the 
two dogfish species the hard way—a cut to the palm 
of the hand. The species name (acanthias) translates 
to “a prickly thing,” which aptly describes the sharp 
spines found on the dorsal fins of this abundant and 
voracious predator. In the spring they begin their 
migration north, reaching New Jersey in March and 
April, continue northward to Canada, then return to 
the mid-Atlantic as water temperatures cool in the 
fall. They are voracious, opportunistic feeders, indulg-
ing on a number of commercially- and recreationally-
important species such as Atlantic herring, Atlantic 
mackerel, squid—and to a lesser extent—cod and 
haddock. Interestingly, this predatory species is 
often a prey species itself—for larger predators such 
as goosefish, cod, red hake, larger sharks, whales, 
dolphins and other spiny dogfish. The state record, 
caught off Cape May, weighed nearly 16 pounds. 
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Sandbar shark (Carcharhinus plumbeus) 
The sandbar shark, also known as the brown shark, is 
a regular inhabitant of our coastal waters growing to 
approximately 6 to 7 feet. It is a slow-growing species 
that reaches maturity between 15 and 30 years of age. 
In New Jersey, the sandbar shark has primary nurseries 
in the shallow waters of Great Bay and in Delaware Bay. 
It is a preferred commercial species because of the high 
quality of its flesh and large fins. However, scientists 
have documented severe declines in catch per effort 
in the Chesapeake Bay area. Fishermen are currently 
prohibited from catching or landing sandbar sharks in 
federal waters. The New Jersey State Record sandbar 
shark was caught at Little Egg Inlet in 1987. The shark 
weighed 168 lbs, 8 oz. 

Dusky shark (Carcharhinus obscurus )
The dusky shark is a relatively common 
species. Fishing for dusky shark is currently 
prohibited in federal waters. The dusky shark 
is a slow-growing species that matures 
at about 17 years of age. The New Jersey 
State record was caught off Great Egg Inlet 
in 1987 and weighed in at an impressive 
530 lbs. It was formerly important  both as a 
commercial species and as a game fish prior 
to the fishing prohibition. 

Common Thresher Shark (Alopias vulpinus )
With their enormously large caudal fins, the 
thresher shark certainly stands out in a crowd. 
Including the tail, threshers can range up to 18 
to 20 feet in length. This is considered a pelagic 
species (living primarily in the open ocean), but 
may be encountered close to shore, particularly 
when they follow schools of menhaden. Thresher 
sharks commonly feed on mackerel, bluefish, squid 
and menhaden using its tail to group fish into tight 
circles or “balls” during feeding. The New Jersey 
record thresher (617 pounds) was caught off Cape 
May in 2004. 

Shortfin Mako Shark (Isurus oxyrinchus )
One of the most impressive-looking, foreboding creatures swimming the planet’s oceans, the mako shark is 
also known as one of the ultimate gamefish of the world. Makos have a reputation for great speed, overall 
aggressiveness and tremendous leaping ability. The shortfin mako is the fastest shark, with recorded speeds 
of up to 20 m.p.h. Off the northeast coast of the United States, diet studies have shown the preferred prey 
species to be bluefish, but makos often feed on other fast-moving species such as tuna, swordfish and other 
sharks. Average adult size is 10 feet and 150-300 pounds. Shortfin makos are believed to live about 20 years. 
The New Jersey record is a whopping 856-pound specimen taken from the Wilmington Canyon in 1994.

Blue Shark (Prionace glauca )
This meandering, wide-ranging shark is a common 
visitor to offshore fishermen. It is slender in build with 
exceptionally long pectoral fins. They typically grow 
to 8-10 feet in length but have been collected up to 
12 feet and are believed to grow larger. This shark 
owes its name to its intensely blue upper body. It is 
interesting to note that blue sharks have gill rakers 
(tough projections within the gill pointing forward and 
inward), a rarity in most sharks. It is thought that this 
adaptation may thwart small prey species (like squid, 
anchovies, etc.) from slipping through the blue shark’s 
gills. The New Jersey record blue was taken in 1996 
from the “Mud Hole” offshore of Manasquan and Shark 
rivers. The shark weighed 366 pounds. 
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