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DeeperBlue.com is the World’s Largest Community dedicated to 
Freediving, Scuba Diving and Spearfishing. We’ve been dedicated to 
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Q&A : Stefanie Brendl 
LORNA DOCKERILL talks to shark conservationist/activist Stefanie Brendl, the founder of Shark 
Allies, who has gained worldwide recognition for her freediving exploits with tiger sharks off the 

coast of Hawaii, and is a leading light in the fight to protect shark species
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Q: When did you first become interested in freediving?
A: It’s hard to know at what point one officially becomes a 
freediver. I spent the 1990s working and diving in Microne-
sia and Indonesia. Between and after dives I would freedive 
to get more time in the water. Once I moved to Hawaii 
in 2000, the appeal was to spend more time in the open 
blue chasing big animals – that was much more practical 
without scuba gear. Diving with only a mask and snorkel 
became the norm for me. In 2007, I did my first formal free-
diving class in Kona and then a more-advanced class in the 
Cayman Islands a year later. 

Q: What made you want to become a freediver?
A: I love being in the ocean and like the feeling of using 
minimal gear. Less noise, more ease of movement, a better 
connection to the elements. Because I was spending so 
much time under the water and going quite deep, I decided 
some freedive training would help me increase my knowl-
edge and safety. While I was doing the class I discovered 
that I was actually a fairly decent freediver and I became 
interested in improving my technique. It was such a boost 
to the ego to reach a depth on a line-dive that I thought 
was beyond my reach. 

Q: What is your worst moment while freediving?
A: When I was revisiting a few locations in Micronesia in 2011 that, in 
my memory, were my top favourite sites. Places with the most-vibrant 
reefs, teeming with fish, sharks, turtles and giant clams. Now they 
were unrecognisable – fished out by commercial fishing operations, 
corals smashed and covered with algae. I remember one day in par-
ticular where I was suddenly overcome with a profound sadness and 
started crying uncontrollably. I had to stop freediving and just floated 
on the surface for a while to gain back my composure. I didn’t want 
the others to see me that way. As I was pondering my options, I con-
cluded that I might have to give up diving altogether because I didn’t 
want to see what was going on anymore. ‘Ignorance is bliss’, right?
Of course, I knew about these issues on an intellectual basis, and had 
even been working on conservation projects, but sometimes you have 
a moment when it hits you in the gut and the realisation becomes an 
emotion, not a thought. Then there is no turning back, because that 
emotion becomes part of your DNA. 
I know I shouldn’t call that my worst moment, because it tur-
bo-charged my convictions to work for ocean conservation, but it 
was also the point where I lost my light-hearted approach for fun in 
the water. I constantly question myself now whether my play time in 
the ocean is frivolous and whether I could be doing something more 
purposeful instead.

Q: What is your best moment while freediving?
A: There are many incredible moments, but all of them 
have one thing in common - encountering animals. My 
freedives with tiger sharks in Hawaii are hard to beat. 
But I also had an incredible day being very close to 
humpback whales while they were dancing around each 
other, the male obviously trying to impress the female. 
Then there were some very special days with manta rays 
in Palau and Yap. And just about any time I have ever 
been in the water with dolphins has been so wonderful 
it makes me want to live in the water. 
With every type of animal, the feeling is a little differ-
ent, so it’s hard to say which encounter was the best. 
Relating this to the previous question, I have to say that 
I treasure these encounters so much, because they fill 
my memory bank with amazing experiences that I will 
never forget. They balance out the bad days when too 
much reality makes me feel like my head might explode.
But I realise that hanging out with animals in the ocean 
is mostly to my own benefit. They get nothing out of it. 
Diving with sharks doesn’t inherently help sharks (un-
less it translates into eco-tourism, and then it becomes 
a matter of economics). So my justification these days is 
to use the amazing days as fuel to keep myself engaged 
and working on behalf of the animals.

Q: Why should someone (whether they are a non-
diver, scuba diver or tech diver) contemplate taking up 
freediving?
A: You will experience the ocean in a different way 
because you don’t surround yourself with noise and 
bubbles. It lets you move more smoothly and quietly and 
you can get closer to animals. Freediving classes are 
also super interesting because you will learn a lot about 
human physiology. I find it fascinating what we are 
capable of doing. Freediving is physically and mentally 
challenging. For me, it is the ultimate way to switch off 
the noisy part of my brain and find a meditative state of 
being.
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Q: Where is your favourite place to freedive? And 
where are the best dive locations for sharks in your 
mind?
A: My favorite places to freedive are not always great, 
but when the conditions are right they are epic. 
Hawaii blue water – especially Kona. Palau drop-offs 
– they are well known as drift diving/scuba locations, 
because of the current. But my most-memorable times 
at Blue Corner in Palau were at slack tide, when all 
the scuba divers left and I was by myself just hovering 
quietly in midwater. I am predicting a future favourite 
will be French Polynesia (for drift dives) and Tonga 
(for whales) or some cold-water adventure in New 
Zealand… (if I can toughen up and handle cold water 
better than I currently do!)
The best locations for scuba diving with sharks are 
well-known. Bahamas, Fiji, Guadalupe, South Africa… 
but freediving with sharks is a completely different 
situation. The reason why it is so do-able in Hawaii is 
because of the great visibility. That’s a key element in 
interacting with the larger, more ‘dangerous’ sharks. 

Q: You have a passion for freediving with sharks 
without a cage - in particular tiger sharks in Hawaii. 
What has drawn you into diving with sharks, and 
more specifically tiger sharks, which have a reputa-
tion for being dangerous?
A: I have always wanted to be around animals. For me, 
it is an incredible feeling when a wild animal makes 
eye contact and chooses to come closer. 
I don’t know if it is a primal way of being, but I like 
being among them; of observing and being completely 
aware of my surroundings and the subtle body lan-
guage of the animals; of being just dominant enough 
to keep the peace, while not being threatening and 
intrusive. 
I feel hyper-aware when I have to make the switch 
from terrestrial human to (wannabe) ocean creature.  
My brain doesn’t have time to focus on anything else 
than sharing this dynamic space with another being 
that is watching me as much as I am watching it. It 
is calming to know how the animal will react. I know 
that may sound presumptuous and I am not claim-
ing that I have perfected it, but I love the process of 
sharpening those instincts. 
The bigger the animal, the greater the challenge. 
And tiger sharks were simply one step up from other 
sharks I had gone diving with. They have an immense 
presence in the water. I realise they are more dan-
gerous, but they are not unpredictable. And the more 
time you spend in the water with them, the more you 
come to realise that.
It is rare to encounter big animals in the wild, but 
when you do, it can affect you deeply. 

Q: What was your training process like when learn-
ing to freedive with sharks without a cage?
A: I spent a lot of time observing them from the safety 
of the cage. I watched how they moved when they 
were calm and when they were excited, how they 
changed their behaviour when other larger or smaller 
sharks were around. I could see how a nervous shark 
versus a bold or a timid shark reacted; how they 

switched their behaviour when there was food in the 
water. I started to recognise a clear hierarchy among 
the animals. They establish this with subtle move-
ments, positioning or simply by being much bigger 
than anybody else in the neighbourbood.
Gaining that awareness helped me to anticipate when 
and why the dynamics would change. I felt very calm 
once I understood why and how sharks would ap-
proach me and I knew how I would adjust my position-
ing accordingly. I started to leave the cage when I felt 
I could recognise which animal was easy to dive with 
and which one would be more challenging.

Q: What’s the hairiest moment you’ve had with a 
tiger shark?
A: When I was working with a cameraman and a safety 
diver that was a bit overwhelmed by the number of 
sharks around us. I was being filmed freediving with 
the sharks so I had my role to play, but I was also 
watching the other divers out of the corner of my eye. 
The cameraman was pre-occupied and the safety diver 
seemed like he had tunnel vision straight ahead – they 
were unaware of one shark getting a bit too curious 
behind their backs and even though I signaled, they 
didn’t turn to address the situation. There was plenty 
of build-up and warning by the shark, so I ended up 
dashing past the camera and safety diver to push the 
shark away. He wasn’t attacking, but I think he was 
getting curious enough to bite the tank or give one 
of them a good hard bump, which could have created 
panic. When I gave the shark a hard push he bolted 
away and the rest of the animals got a bit excited 
- there were a few minutes of all the other sharks 

coming in and checking us out more intensely. We had to stay 
together back to back, facing outwards in a circle until the 
sharks mellowed out. It was the only time in the water where I 
distinctly felt like a member of a baitball, being pushed around 
by predators. But it just goes to show that it pays to think 
ahead. We had discussed the situation ahead of time, just in 
case, and were able to diffuse it quickly.
Sharks get excited when there is excitement in the water. And 
they calm down just as quickly when nothing is happening. The 
hairiest moments are usually caused by human error - by being 
unaware, or overwhelmed by the task at hand. 

Q: And the most serene? 
A: One day stands out for me as the most-serene and impactful 
in my life. It was years ago when I spent hours with a large 
female tiger shark that was extremely calm and curious. She 
never came at me head on, but she would stay side by side and 
watch me. It was so intense I could barely breathe. I eventu-
ally got so close I put my hand on her back and she didn’t go 
anywhere. The feeling of her muscles and skin under my hand 
is forever imprinted into my memory. I was watching her big 
eye as she was inspecting me. I felt so small and in awe that 
she was even aware of me. Every time she swam forward and 
came back around she was slower and more relaxed. At one 
point, she parked herself next to me, in midwater, and stopped 
swimming, which sounds impossible because tiger sharks 

never stop moving - it’s how they breathe. I guess 
we were both holding our breath to make this 
happen…
It was one of the most-serene and profound mo-
ments in my life. And on that day, it became very 
clear to me that I needed to do less diving and 
instead get to work to actually save sharks. 

Q: How would you like to change peoples’ percep-
tions about sharks? 
A: Turn hate into respect. I have learned over the 
years that it’s not necessary for everyone to like 
sharks in order to protect them. Once people un-
derstand that sharks are incredibly important to us 
and the ocean’s health, they usually change their 
attitude. 
It doesn’t matter whether you hate them or love 
them – all of us simply need sharks and we must 
respect them as a key member in our ocean eco-
systems.

Q: You founded Shark Allies, a charity which lob-
bies for shark protection legislation (in the US? 
Or globally?). Where did the idea for this stem 
from and how is the charity helping to conserve 
sharks? 
A: I have worked on shark conservation measures 
all over the Pacific and the US mainland and have 
consulted on legislation all over the world. Mostly 
to ban the trade of shark fins and to create Marine 
Protected Areas where shark fishing is now illegal.
Shark Allies, much like other small charities all 
over the world, tries to raise awareness and acts 
as a support system for activists that work to 
protect sharks. Charities don’t save sharks by being 
a theoretical entity – it’s the individual warriors 
that knock on doors and convince companies to 
stop selling shark fins, or that make documentaries 
without funding, or that spend their time educat-
ing kids in schools about sharks that make the 
difference. The organisations serve as structures 
to support the activists in their work, to formulate 
campaigns, to fundraise and to engage the public 
and media. 
They also legitimise the efforts because legislators 
and decisions makers like to communicate with 
people that have an official capacity. And the pub-
lic trusts charities rather than individuals. 
It’s unfortunate that ‘activist’ isn’t simply a job 
that people can get paid for. It would make life a 
lot easier. Having to fundraise and fulfill logistical 
demands of a non-profit can be such a hassle and 
often gets in the way of doing real work. Rather 
than promoting a charity, I personally would much 
prefer to keep forging ahead with action that cre-
ates the most progress. But at this time, it is only 
because of the support of grassroots organisations, 
and a few generous funders, that anything at all 
gets done on behalf of sharks. n

Check out: SharkAllies.org and follow us 
on Social Media @SharkAllies


