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‘Walking’ sharks: 
evolution in action?

Shaun Doyle

Scientists have recently discovered 
over 50 new aquatic species in a 

coral reef off the coast of Indonesian 
Papua.1  This included a new bottom-
dwelling epaulette shark species 
(Hemiscyllium sp.) that appears to 
use its pectoral fins to ‘walk’ along 
the seafloor when searching for food.  
Footage taken of this shark has been 
paraded in the media as evidence of 
fish evolving into land-dwellers.2

The mechanics of walking

However, scientists have long 
known that epaulette sharks have 
the ability to use their pectoral fins 
for aquatic ‘walking’ along the sea 
floor.3  The problem for using this in 
evolutionary apologetics is that the 
underwater ‘walking’ seen in these 
sharks is unlike anything that occurs on 
land.  Epaulette sharks studied previ-
ously have shown little difference in 
structure to the pectoral fins of other 
sharks.  Other than size differences in 
the same muscles in the fins, only one 
other muscle not found in most other 
sharks has been observed.4

Finding aquatic ‘walking’ sharks 
is not the issue; the transition to the 
rigours of walking on land is the real 
problem.  Recent studies have shown 
that even creatures that move both on 
land and underwater using legs have 
very different styles of locomotion for 
when they are either in water or on 
land.5  Because of water’s viscosity 
and the organism’s natural buoyancy, 
it provides a completely different me-
dium for walking as opposed to air.6  
In air, walking requires both a method 
of propulsion and a method for the 
creature to support itself.  However, 
support is less of an issue in water 
because most organisms have a natural 
buoyancy.  The water substantially 
supports even epaulette sharks, which 
are slightly denser than water.7  This 
greatly reduces the effect of gravity, 
and gives them a much smaller effec-
tive weight what they would have on 

land.8  Water is also more viscous than 
air, which therefore gives much more 
resistance to movement.  This tends to 
provide greater stability when walking 
in water.8  This requires a very different 
design for walking on land as opposed 
to water.

A fish out of water

Another problem is the sort of fish 
this is: a shark.  Sharks are members of 
the fish class Chondrichthyes, which are 
cartilaginous fish, i.e. their skeletons 
are made of cartilage.  Land dwelling 
vertebrates, however, are supposed to 
have evolved from a common ances-
tor with the class Sarcopterygii, which 
fall under the superclass Osteichthyes 
and are therefore fish with bony skel-
etons.  Therefore, ‘walking’ sharks 
are not good candidates to benefit the 
evolutionary picture because chon-
drichthyans possess the wrong skeletal 
structure to provide any evidence for 
fish-to-tetrapod evolution.  Moreover, 
fin muscle development in chondrich-
thyans is very different in comparison 
to other fish which bear closer develop-
mental similarities to tetrapods.9 There-
fore, they don’t possess the required 
developmental sequences to even 
produce the musculature needed for 
terrestrial motion let alone being able 
to produce the actual muscles required 

in the correct context for terrestrial 
locomotion.  To add further insult to 
injury, a bony skeleton would be needed 
to support the body on limbs on land; 
therefore chondrichthyans don’t have 
the correct context for correct muscle 
development anyway.

Evolution presents other problems.  
Considering the amount of new infor-
mation that would need to be added 
randomly (filtered by selection) to the 
shark’s genome for it to be able to walk 
on land, it borders on the ludicrous.  No 
randomly occurring, information-gain-
ing mutations such as would be needed 
to add this level of functional complex-
ity have ever been observed, which is a 
must for evolution to work.  However, 
the shark needs them in droves.  Of 
course, this needs to happen more than 
once independently.  Invertebrates had 
to do it, bony fish had to do it, and now 
sharks are doing it too?  There are so 
many problems with fish-to-tetrapod 
evolution already10 without the notion 
that sharks are heading in the same di-
rection.  For instance, the shark could 
not develop a system that is identi-
cal to the supposed ‘fish-to-tetrapod’ 
evolution because its skeleton is carti-
laginous, which would mean that if this 
evolution had occurred twice, it would 
be an example of homoplasy.11  In any 
case, evolution is not supposed to have 
any foresight, direction or purpose.  

Scientists have long known before this latest find that Hemiscyllium species ‘walk’ on their 
fins along the sea floor.3
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So what could this fin walking 
be for?  Numerous suggestions have 
been offered, such as giving them an 
advantage in catching their bottom-
dwelling prey (crabs, snails, small 
fish)12 and allowing for easier traversal 
of their ‘structurally complex habitat’: 
coral reefs.13  There is no need to sup-
pose that they evolved to be like this.  
Rather, they are well designed to suit 
their specific environment, which is 
exactly what one would expect starting 
from the Bible.

Strolling to a solution

This ‘walking’ shark episode 
comes not long after the recently pub-
licized Tiktaalik fossil was paraded in 
Nature as the ‘missing link’ of tetrapod 
evolution.14  However, even Tiktaalik 
fails to fill the crucial gap between sea 
and land locomotion.15  The conclu-
sions of Azizi and Horton on the dif-
ferences between aquatic ‘walking’ in 
sharks like Hemiscyllium and terrestrial 
locomotion should be well noted: 

‘The functionality of relatively 
small and unimpressive locomotor 
structures used during aquatic 
walking highlights important 
differences in the mechanical 
demands on limbs and fins in aquatic 
versus terrestrial environment.’16

Evolution is not needed to 
explain the existence of this rather 
peculiar shark, and it adds nothing 
to our understanding of this shark’s 
biology.  Nor does the observation of 
such underwater ‘walking’ provide any 
evidence for fish-to-tetrapod evolution.  
Even octopuses have been observed 
‘walking’ on two of their ‘legs’, but this 
is hardly the precursor of bipedalism 
on land!  Rather, the Word of God 
provides a sound basis from which 
to understand more of the epaulette 
shark’s design features, which testify 
to the intelligence and creativity of the 
God of the Bible.

References

1.	 Roach, J., ‘Walking’ sharks among 50 
new species found in Indonesia reefs, 
National  Geographic  18 September 
2006, <news.nationalgeographic.com/
news/2006/09/060918-walking-shark.html>, 
27 September 2006.

2.	 For example, see: Video: new shark 
species ‘walk’ on reefs, 19 September 
2006 <news.nationalgeographic.com/
news/2006/09/060919-shark-walk-video.
html>, 1 December 2006.

3.	 See e.g. Pridmore, P.A., Submerged walking 
in the epaulette shark Hemiscyllium ocellatum 
(Hemiscyllidae) and its implications for 
locomotion in rhipidistian fishes and early 
tetrapods, Zoology: Analysis of Complex 
Systems 98:278–297, 1995.

4.	 Lucifora, L.O. and Vassallo, A.I., Walking 
in skates (Chondrichthyes, Rajidae): 
anatomy, behaviour and analogies to tetrapod 
locomotion, Biological Journal of the Linnean 
Society 77:35–41, 2002.

5.	 Martinez, M.M., Full, R.J. and Koehl, M.A.R., 
Underwater punting by an intertidal crab: 
a novel gait revealed by the kinematics of 
pedestrian locomotion in air versus water, The 
Journal of Experimental Biology 201:2609–
2623, 1998.

6.	 Azizi, E. and Horton, J.M., Patterns of axial 
and appendicular movements during aquatic 
walking in the salamander Siren lacertian, 
Zoology 107:111–120, 2004.

7.	 Lucifora, L.O. and Vassallo, ref. 4, p. 35.

8.	 Azizi and Horton, ref. 6, p. 117.

9.	 Neyt, C., Jagla. K. et al., Evolutionary origins 
of vertebrate appendicular muscle, Nature 
408(6808):82–86, 2000.

10.	 Garner, P., The fossil record of ‘early’ 
tetrapods: evidence of a major evolutionary 
transition? Journal of Creation 17(2):111–117, 
2003.

11.	 Homoplasy is analogy without common 
ancestry.  For the problems that homoplasy 
poses for evolution, see: Jaroncyk, R. and 
Doyle, S., Gogonasus—a fish with human 
limbs?  Journal of Creation 21(1):48–52, 
2007.

12.	 Sebastian Troeng, director of Regional Marine 
Strategies at Conservation International, said 
concerning the sharks: ‘They are bottom-
dwellers which feed on crustaceans such as 
crabs and snails as well as small fish, and being 
able to walk may give them an advantage in 
catching them.’ Bhat, D., Shark that ‘walks’ 
discovered in Papua, The Australian, 19 
September 2006, <www.theaustralian.news.
com.au/story/0,20867,20438251-2703,00.
html>, 27 September 2006.

13.	 Lucifora, L.O. and Vassallo, ref. 4, p. 40.

14.	 Shubin, N.H., Daeschler, E.B. and Jenkins, 
F.A., Jr, The pectoral fin of Tiktaalik roseae 
and the origin of the tetrapod limb, Nature 
440(7085):764–771, 2006.

15.	 Sarfati, J., Tiktaalik—a fishy ‘missing link’, 
Journal of Creation 21(1):53–57, 2007.

16.	 Azizi and Horton, ref. 6, p. 119.

Controversial claim 
for earliest life on 
Earth

Tas Walker

Researchers claim to have found 
‘compelling’ new evidence for 

the ‘earliest’ forms of life on Earth.  
Australian and Canadian scientists 
describe, in a paper in Nature,1 seven 
varieties of stromatolites along a 10-km 
strike of a rock formation in the Pilbara 
region of Western Australia (figure 
1).  Known as Strelley Pool Chert, the 
formation is supposedly 3.43 billion 
years old.

Stromatolites: fossils or 
formations?

There has been an ongoing con-
troversy about the origin of the Pilbara 
stromatolites.  If, as many have argued, 
their finely laminated sedimentary 
structures (figure 2) are the result of 
non-living chemical processes, then 
there is nothing particularly remarkable 
about the find.

But lead author Abigail Allwood, 
from Sydney’s Macquarie University, 
says that the stromatolites formed a 
‘reef’ and that the reef was built by 
microbial organisms.2

This makes the find highly signifi-
cant—like finding the ‘Holy Grail’3—as 
she describes it.  At an age of 3.43 Ga, 
the stromatolites would represent evi-
dence for some of the oldest life forms 
on Earth.  

‘We’re seeing evidence not just 
of life’s existence,’ Allwood said, ‘but 
that it was probably well established 
and already biodiverse, which suggests 
it could have emerged much earlier in 
Earth’s history.’

So why did the team claim that the 
laminated sedimentary structures were 
biogenetic stromatolites?  Because 
they say they are similar to younger 
stromatolites that have been described 
by others, and because they say that 
abiotic processes capable of producing 
such laminated structures are ‘unknown 
and unlikely in the natural world’.

However,  even within their 


