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1. Purpose and Scope 
This protocol establishes the official classification framework for shark sighting reports submitted to the 
Great Lakes Freshwater Shark Search Project (GLFSSP) and provides standardized observer 
response procedures for each classification tier. 

The Great Lakes Shark Patrol operates on a foundational conviction: that the Great Lakes are large 
enough, deep enough, and sufficiently connected to broader aquatic systems that the question of shark 
presence deserves serious, methodical scientific attention. This protocol exists to ensure that when 
evidence emerges — in any form, at any tier — it is documented consistently, evaluated rigorously, and 
preserved for scientific review. 

This document applies to all active Shark Searchers, Patrol Leads, and affiliated observers operating 
under the GLFSSP designation. It covers all five Great Lakes and, where applicable, their connected 
waterways, including the Illinois River corridor, the St. Marys River, and the St. Lawrence River system. 

A note on standards: The GLFSSP classification system is intentionally conservative. A Tier 1 report is not 
a failed sighting — it is a documented data point. Every significant discovery in the history of natural 
science began as an anomaly that someone took seriously enough to write down. 

 

2. Definitions 
The following terms are used throughout this protocol. 

 
Shark Searcher Any individual who has registered with the GLFSSP and holds active observer 

status. Shark Searchers are authorized to file Tier 1 and Tier 2 reports 
independently. 

Patrol Lead A senior Shark Searcher designated by GLFSSP Patrol Operations to 
oversee a regional station. Patrol Leads are responsible for reviewing Tier 2 
reports and initiating Tier 3 escalation procedures. 

Surface Anomaly Any observed surface disturbance, shape, or movement that cannot be 
attributed with confidence to known Great Lakes species, weather, wave 
action, or watercraft wake. 

Biological Evidence Physical material including but not limited to: teeth, fin tissue, skin samples, 
whole specimens (living or deceased), or verified bite-pattern documentation 
from a qualified examiner. 

Corroborating 
Account 

A sighting report filed by an independent observer of the same event, with no 
prior communication between observers before filing. 

HQ Great Lakes Freshwater Shark Search Project headquarters, Charlevoix, 
Michigan. All Tier 4 and Tier 5 reports are escalated directly to HQ. 

Science Board The GLFSSP Scientific Advisory Board, convened for Tier 5 events. 
Composition and contact protocols are detailed in GLSP-SCI-002 (Internal). 



 
3. Classification System — Quick Reference 
The GLFSSP uses a five-tier classification system for all shark sighting reports. Tiers are assigned at 
the time of initial report and may be revised upward by a Patrol Lead or HQ upon review of additional 
evidence. Tiers are never revised downward retroactively — a report, once classified, retains its highest 
achieved classification. 

 

Tier Abbreviation Name Key Trigger Response 

1 USAB-1 Unconfirmed Surface 
Anomaly Class B 

Possible fin or surface 
disturbance; single observer 

Log; no 
escalation 

2 USAA-2 Unconfirmed Surface 
Anomaly Class A 

Repeated or multi-observer 
anomaly with behavioral 
indicators 

Log; notify Patrol 
Lead 

3 PSSE-3 Probable Shark Species 
Encounter 

Physical evidence or multiple 
corroborating accounts 

Full report; 
document 
evidence 

4 CVSE-4 Confirmed Vertebrate 
Shark Encounter 

Photographic or biological 
specimen evidence 

Immediate HQ 
escalation; 
preserve 
evidence 

5 FGLS-5 First Documented Great 
Lakes Shark 

Scientifically verified specimen 
or confirmed live animal 

Full protocol 
activation; 
contact GLFSSP 
Science Board 

 
Classification is an act of scientific discipline, not optimism. Assign the tier that the available evidence 
supports — not the tier you hope the evidence supports. Premature escalation wastes resources. 
Premature downgrading loses data. When uncertain, hold at the current tier and gather more. 

 



 
4. Tier Classifications — Full Criteria and Observer 
Procedures 
Each tier is detailed below with full classification criteria, step-by-step observer action, and notes on 
common misclassification scenarios. 

 

TIER 1 
USAB-1 

USAB-1  —  Unconfirmed Surface Anomaly Class B 
Classification Criteria 

•​ A single observer reports a surface disturbance, shape, or movement that 
cannot be immediately attributed to known Great Lakes species or 
environmental causes. 

•​ Observation is brief (under 10 seconds of continuous view) or partially 
obscured. 

•​ No corroborating observers. No photographic or video documentation. 
•​ Observer is uncertain but considers the possibility of a large predatory 

animal worthy of note. 
Observer Action 

1.​ Complete a GLSP Sighting Log (Form GLSP-SL-01) within 24 hours of the 
observation. 

2.​ Record time, location (GPS coordinates preferred; lake, nearest landmark, 
and estimated distance from shore acceptable), water conditions, visibility 
estimate, and a written description of the anomaly. 

3.​ Note any other wildlife present — baitfish schooling behavior, bird activity, or 
unusual water coloration are all relevant data. 

4.​ Submit completed form to your Patrol Lead via the standard reporting 
channel. 

5.​ Do not contact media. Do not post to social media before filing the formal 
log. Both actions can contaminate subsequent observer reports in the area. 

Note: USAB-1 is the most common classification and the backbone of the GLFSSP data 
record. A sighting that cannot be confirmed is not a sighting that did not happen. 

 

TIER 2 
USAA-2 

USAA-2  —  Unconfirmed Surface Anomaly Class A 
Classification Criteria 

•​ The anomaly is observed for 10 seconds or more with unobstructed line of 
sight. 

•​ Two or more independent observers report the same or substantially similar 
anomaly without prior coordination. 

•​ Behavioral indicators are present: directed movement toward or away from 
shore, surface breach, fin activity consistent with a large cartilaginous fish, or 
notable disturbance of baitfish. 

•​ Photographic or video documentation exists but is insufficient to confirm 
species (blurry, partial, low light, or inconclusive framing). 



 

Observer Action 
6.​ Complete a GLSP Sighting Log and flag it as USAA-2 at the top of the form. 
7.​ Collect corroborating observer statements in writing before those observers 

leave the site if at all possible. 
8.​ If photographic evidence exists, preserve the original file — do not crop, 

filter, or enhance before submitting. Submit the original alongside the report. 
9.​ Notify your Patrol Lead by direct contact (phone or radio) within 4 hours. Do 

not rely solely on form submission for Tier 2 escalation. 
10.​Patrol Lead will determine within 48 hours whether to maintain USAA-2 

classification or escalate to Tier 3. 
Note: A Tier 2 report that is subsequently de-escalated after Patrol Lead review does not 
revert to Tier 1 — it remains a Tier 2 log with a notation of the review outcome. The 
observation happened. The tier stays. 

 
 



 

TIER 3 
PSSE-3 

PSSE-3  —  Probable Shark Species Encounter 
Classification Criteria 

•​ Clear photographic or video evidence that is consistent with a shark species, 
even if species identification is not yet confirmed. 

•​ Physical biological evidence is recovered: a tooth, a fin, a skin sample, or a 
bite pattern on a fish, watercraft, or other object that is assessed by at least 
one qualified examiner as consistent with a shark. 

•​ Three or more independent, corroborating observer accounts describing 
consistent behavioral and physical characteristics. 

•​ An observer with verifiable expertise in marine or freshwater biology files a 
report describing an observation they assess as consistent with a shark 
species. 

Observer Action 
11.​Patrol Lead immediately escalates to HQ via the GLSP Priority Reporting 

Line. 
12.​Observer secures the site to the extent possible — remain present, mark 

GPS coordinates, and document everything that can be documented. 
13.​Biological evidence must be handled with care: do not handle tissue samples 

with bare hands; place in a sealed container; keep cool if possible; 
photograph in place before moving. 

14.​Patrol Lead initiates a secondary observer deployment to the site within 24 
hours if resources allow. 

15.​HQ will assign a GLFSSP Science Liaison to the report within 48 hours. 
16.​No public statements are to be made until HQ provides communication 

guidance. This is not a suppression of information — it is a protection of the 
scientific record. 

Note: Tier 3 is the threshold of serious scientific engagement. Most GLFSSP Shark Searchers 
will never file one. If you are filing one, you are doing exactly the work this organization exists 
to do. 

 

TIER 4 
CVSE-4 

CVSE-4  —  Confirmed Vertebrate Shark Encounter 
Classification Criteria 

•​ Photographic or video evidence has been reviewed by a GLFSSP Science 
Liaison or independent marine biologist and assessed as confirmation of a 
shark species. 

•​ Biological specimen (tissue, tooth, or whole animal) has been confirmed via 
laboratory analysis as belonging to a shark species. 

•​ A living animal has been observed and documented at close range by two or 
more observers, at least one of whom has relevant biological expertise. 

Observer Action 
17.​Immediate escalation to HQ. This is a phone call, not a form. 
18.​Secure and preserve all physical evidence under chain-of-custody protocol 

(GLSP-COC-01). Evidence mishandled at this stage is evidence that may be 
inadmissible to the scientific record. 



 

19.​HQ convenes the GLFSSP Science Board preliminary panel within 72 hours. 
20.​All communications with external parties — including other scientific 

organizations, media, and government agencies — are coordinated through 
HQ. Observer does not speak independently. 

21.​Observer is to remain available for debrief and may be asked to return to the 
site with the Science Board team. 

Note: A Tier 4 event is the most significant discovery in the history of Great Lakes freshwater 
science. Treat it accordingly. Stay calm. Preserve everything. Call HQ. 

 
 



 

TIER 5 
FGLS-5 

FGLS-5  —  First Documented Great Lakes Shark 
Classification Criteria 

•​ A Tier 4 report has been reviewed by the GLFSSP Science Board and a 
minimum of two external, independent marine biology institutions. 

•​ Evidence meets the standard for scientific publication: reproducible, 
independently verifiable, and sufficient to support species identification. 

•​ The GLFSSP Science Board has voted to issue a Tier 5 confirmation. 
Observer Action 

22.​Full GLSP Protocol Activation. All Patrol Leads are notified simultaneously. 
23.​HQ coordinates with external scientific institutions for independent 

verification and peer review. 
24.​GLFSSP prepares official scientific documentation for submission to an 

appropriate peer-reviewed journal. 
25.​Public communication strategy is developed and approved by the Science 

Board before any announcement. 
26.​The observer who filed the originating report is formally recognized in all 

GLFSSP communications, publications, and historical records. 
Note: Tier 5 has never been issued. We are prepared for the day it is. Every Tier 1 report filed 
by every Shark Searcher on every shoreline is part of the work that makes a Tier 5 possible. 

 

 



 
5. Species Reference for Field Identification 
The following table provides basic identification guidance for the shark species considered most 
plausible in a Great Lakes encounter. This table is a field reference, not a scientific taxonomy. For full 
species documentation, consult the GLFSSP Field Guide to Great Lakes Sharks (available at 
greatlakessharkpatrol.com). 

 

Species Freshwater 
Capable? 

Most Likely Lake(s) Identifying Features 

Bull Shark (C. leucas) Yes — 
documented 

Michigan, Erie Stocky build; broad blunt snout; rolling 
swim motion; grey-brown dorsal, pale 
ventral 

Greenland Shark (S. 
microcephalus) 

Possible in 
cold deep 
water 

Superior Very large (up to 21 ft); small eyes; 
slow movement; almost never surfaces 

Spiny Dogfish (S. 
acanthias) 

Unconfirmed; 
possible 
introduction 

Any Small (under 4 ft); spine in front of each 
dorsal fin; white spots along flanks 

Unclassified / Unknown Unknown Superior, Huron Does not match known profiles; log all 
details; escalate to PSSE-3 minimum 

 
Important: Do not attempt to approach, corner, or detain any animal suspected to be a shark. Your role is 
observation and documentation. The animal is not a threat to be managed — it is a discovery to be 
recorded. Maintain a safe distance, document everything, and contact your Patrol Lead. 

 

6. Common Misidentifications 
The following animals are frequently reported as shark sightings and should be eliminated before 
classification. A thorough observer rules these out first. 

 

Lake Sturgeon (Acipenser fulvescens) 
The most common source of mistaken shark reports in the Great Lakes. Lake sturgeon can exceed 
seven feet in length and have a prehistoric, low-profile body shape with a heterocercal tail. They are 
dark grey to olive above and pale below. Their rostrum (snout) is elongated and paddle-like. They are 
slow-moving and surface occasionally to feed. At distance and in low light, they can appear alarming. 
They are not alarming. They are magnificent. 



 
Distinguishing from sharks: sturgeon have a distinctly elongated snout with sensory barbels 
underneath; their tail is asymmetric with the upper lobe longer than the lower; they do not exhibit the 
rolling swim motion of a bull shark. 

Muskellunge (Esox masquinongy) 
Large muskie — which can reach over five feet — are occasionally reported as shark fins when feeding 
near the surface or holding stationary in calm conditions. Their dorsal fin, when partially extended 
above the water's surface, can at distance resemble a small shark fin. Muskie are typically observed 
closer to shore and in shallower water than a shark encounter would suggest. 

Debris and Optical Phenomena 
Floating logs, submerged dock pilings, wave refraction on flat water, and the optical distortion created 
by heat shimmer on calm summer lakes generate a significant number of Tier 1 reports. This is not a 
criticism of the observers who file them — it is a function of how challenging open-water observation is 
and how readily the human visual system pattern-matches to known shapes. Log the observation, note 
the conditions, and let the Patrol Lead review. 

Watercraft Wake 
At sufficient distance, certain wake patterns — particularly from low-profile motorcraft — can produce a 
moving fin-like shape on the water surface. If a vessel was present in the area, note it in the sighting log 
and eliminate this as a possibility before escalating. 

 

 



 
7. Standard Reporting Procedure 
All sighting reports, regardless of tier, follow this procedure. Steps 1 through 4 apply to every report. 
Steps 5 onward apply to Tier 2 and above. 

 

Step 1 — Observe First, Document Immediately After 
Your first obligation is to observe. Do not allow the process of documentation to interrupt your 
observation. Keep your eyes on the subject. When the observation concludes, immediately begin 
documentation while memory is fresh. The most common error in sighting reports is delayed 
documentation — every hour between observation and written record degrades the data. 

Step 2 — Complete GLSP Sighting Log (Form GLSP-SL-01) 
The Sighting Log captures the following minimum information: 

•​ Date, time, and duration of observation 
•​ Location: GPS coordinates, or lake name, nearest landmark, estimated distance from shore, 

and compass bearing of observed anomaly 
•​ Weather and water conditions: cloud cover, wind speed (estimate), wave height (estimate), 

water visibility (estimate in feet) 
•​ Description of observed anomaly: size estimate, color, shape, movement pattern, behavior, any 

sounds 
•​ Other wildlife noted in area during or immediately before/after observation 
•​ Observer information: name, contact, Shark Searcher ID, experience level 
•​ Photographic or video evidence: yes/no; if yes, attach originals 
•​ Proposed classification tier with brief justification 

 

Step 3 — Assign a Tier 
Using the criteria in Section 4, assign the appropriate classification tier. If the evidence supports 
multiple tiers, assign the higher tier and note the ambiguity in the report. It is better to escalate a Tier 1 
to Tier 2 for review than to underclassify a significant observation. 

Step 4 — Submit to Patrol Lead 
Submit the completed Sighting Log to your Patrol Lead within 24 hours for Tier 1; within 4 hours for Tier 
2 and above. Patrol Lead contact information is provided at registration and posted at each patrol 
station. 

Step 5 — Patrol Lead Review (Tier 2 and above) 



 
The Patrol Lead reviews the report, interviews the observer if needed, and determines whether the 
classification is appropriate. The Patrol Lead may maintain, escalate, or request additional information. 
All Tier 3 and above reports are escalated to HQ within 24 hours of Patrol Lead review. 

Step 6 — HQ Review and Science Liaison Assignment (Tier 3 and above) 
HQ assigns a Science Liaison to all Tier 3 reports within 48 hours. The Science Liaison coordinates 
evidence review, requests additional documentation, and advises on classification. The Science Liaison 
is the observer's primary HQ contact for the duration of the report's active status. 

 

 



 
8. Observer Conduct Standards 
The credibility of the GLFSSP scientific record depends entirely on the integrity of our observers. The 
following standards apply to all Shark Searchers. 

 

Accuracy Over Enthusiasm 
Report what you observed. Not what you hoped you observed, not what would make a better story, not 
what you think the Patrol Lead wants to hear. The GLFSSP record is only as valuable as its accuracy. 
An observer who files an honest Tier 1 report contributes more to this organization than one who files 
an inflated Tier 3. 

Sharks Are Not the Enemy 
The GLFSSP does not frame sharks as threats, predators, or dangers to be feared. We are a scientific 
organization engaged in exploration. Shark sighting reports are discoveries, not warnings. All 
communications — verbal, written, and on social media — should reflect this. An observer who 
describes a sighting as frightening or dangerous is not describing the shark accurately. They are 
describing their own adrenaline response. 

Confidentiality of Active Reports 
Tier 3 and above reports are confidential until HQ authorizes public communication. This protects the 
scientific record from contamination — additional sightings in the same area are more valuable if 
subsequent observers have not been primed by prior reports. It also protects the observer from external 
pressure before the evidence has been properly reviewed. 

Media Inquiries 
All media inquiries related to any active GLFSSP report are to be directed to HQ. Observers do not 
speak to press independently about active reports. This is not a suppression of information. It is a 
recognition that information shared before evidence review is not information — it is speculation, and 
speculation, once published, is very difficult to correct. 

Personal Safety 
No sighting is worth a dangerous observation position. Shark Searchers are not to enter the water 
during an active anomaly observation. They are not to approach an observed animal. They are 
observers. Observation from shore or from a stable, safe watercraft is sufficient for all GLFSSP 
documentation purposes. The animal has been in the Great Lakes for some period of time before you 
arrived. It will likely still be there after you have filed your report. 

 

 



 
Appendix A — Sighting Log Checklist 
Use this as a field reference when completing Form GLSP-SL-01. 

 
OBSERVATION DETAILS 

•​ Date and time of observation 
•​ Duration (seconds or minutes of continuous observation) 
•​ Location: GPS coordinates OR (lake / nearest landmark / estimated distance from shore / 

compass bearing) 
•​ Water conditions: calm / light chop / moderate chop / rough 
•​ Estimated water visibility (feet) 
•​ Weather: sky conditions, estimated wind speed, precipitation 
•​ Time of day lighting: dawn / morning / midday / afternoon / dusk / night 

 
ANOMALY DESCRIPTION 

•​ Estimated size of observed object or animal 
•​ Color (dorsal surface / ventral surface if visible) 
•​ Shape description (fin shape, body shape, snout if visible) 
•​ Movement pattern: stationary / slow drift / directed movement / erratic 
•​ Swim motion if observed: undulating / rolling side-to-side / vertical tail stroke 
•​ Surface behavior: breach / fin break / subsurface movement only 
•​ Distance from observer (estimated) 
•​ Other wildlife in area (specify species if known) 

 
EVIDENCE 

•​ Photographic evidence: yes / no — if yes, number of images/videos and file format 
•​ Corroborating observers: yes / no — if yes, names and contact information collected 
•​ Physical evidence: yes / no — if yes, describe and note handling procedures used 

 
CLASSIFICATION 

•​ Proposed tier: USAB-1 / USAA-2 / PSSE-3 / CVSE-4 / FGLS-5 
•​ Brief justification for proposed tier 
•​ Observer signature and Shark Searcher ID 

 

 

Appendix B — Document History 



 
Version Date Author Description 

1.0 June 2026 GLFSSP Patrol 
Operations 

Initial release. Five-tier classification 
system established. Observer response 
procedures codified. 
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