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News

|nflated Chinese Fisheries Data Masks Global Fish
Decline
(Posted: 07-Dec-01)

VANCOUVER, British Colunbia, Canada, Novenber
29, 2001 (ENS) - Contrary to statistics
publ i shed by the United Nations Food and
Agricul tural Organi zation (FAO which indicate
that the global fisheries catch is stable,
Canadi an fisheries scientists have docunented
evi dence that catches have been declining for
over a decade.

Thi s new evi dence, published in today's issue
of the journal "Nature," neans that the true
state of the oceans is far worse than anyone
has previously realized.

“"The gl obal catch trend is not increasing, it
IS not even stable, but rather it has been
decreasing steadily since the late 80's,"
states one of the study's authors, Dr. Reg
Wat son of the University of British Col unbi a
Fi sheries Centre.

Dr. Daniel Pauly (Photo courtesy UBC Fisheries
Centre) "The bottomline is that the downward
trends in global fisheries catches have been
obscured. Fisheries managenent and economni c
deci sions are being based on flawed data," says
Dr. Daniel Pauly, the other author, who also
wor ks at the UBC Fisheries Centre. The two
fisheries scientists say that "vast over-
reporting by the People's Republic of China
conbined with the large and wildly fluctuating
catch of a small fish, the Peruvian anchovet a,
have painted a false picture of the health of
the oceans by inflating the catch statistics
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and i nplying that business as usual is
sust ai nabl e. "

"These earthshaking findings are the nost
significant fishery and food security results

I n decades," says Dr. Jane Lubchenco, a

prof essor at Oregon State University and fornmer
presi dent of the American Association for the
Advancenent of Science.

"They call into question the very basis of
I nternational fisheries managenent," Lubchenco
sai d.

Anchovi es are inportant prey for marine manmmal s
and larger fish. (Photo courtesy U . S. Nati onal
Cceani ¢ and At nospheric Adm ni stration)
Presently, only a single institution, the FAQ
mai ntai ns gl obal fisheries statistics. As a UN
organi zation, the FAO receives but is not able
to verify the statistics reported by nenber
countries, even when they are suspected of
bei ng wong. No nechani smexists for

| ndependent verification of catch reports. "I
have been troubled a long tinme by the m smatch
bet ween what we know i s the case for various
fisheries - that they are going downhill - and
the triunphalist reports of a global catch that
continues to increase," says Pauly, an

I nternational authority on global fisheries.

"This study reconciles what we see at the | ocal
| evel, failing fisheries, with what is
happeni ng at the gl obal level - falling
catches," he said.

Usi ng catch data collected by the FAO and a
statistical analysis that conpared the

predi cted fisheries against those reported,
Paul y and Watson showed errors in the official
fishery statistics. These inflated statistics
have | ed to conpl acency about the need to nore
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effectively manage fisheries and have resulted
I n unwi se investnent decisions by banks and
| ndustry.

Over the past 30 years there have been steep

I ncreases in the exploitation of world
fisheries. Mdre species are being nmarketed and
new fishing areas have been opened.

Fi shing pressures are devouring what WAtson and
Pauly call "the accunul ated old growth riches
of the sea."

Despite scientists' w despread expectations
that world fisheries would plateau at val ues of
around 80 mlIlion tons, global catches reported
by FAO generally increased through the 1990s -
driven largely by catch reports from China.

The huge di screpancy between what is reported
and the true state of global fisheries is

| argely due to mi sreporting by countries with
| arge fisheries.

Live fish on sale in Guilin, China (Photo
courtesy Wrld Traveler) "Many countries over
and under-report their catch statistics, but
none has as big an inpact as China," explains
Paul y. Al though Chi nese waters cover only one
percent of the world's water surface, China
accounts for 40 percent of the deviation

bet ween reported and corrected. The study

hi ghl i ghts variances in the 1990s of as nuch as
10 netric tons per square kiloneter of ocean of
true catch anounts conpared to reported anounts
for Chinese waters.

"The sane state entities devoted to nonitoring
t he econony are also tasked with increasing its
out put. Qur studies showed that whatever

| eaders set as production targets is what is
officially reported. If you dictate fisheries
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to increase by five percent then it is reported
to increase by five percent,"” Pauly and Wit son
say.

"Regardl ess of whodunnit the nessage here is

t hat our overfishing problens are far nore
urgent than we even realized," says Andy
Rosenberg, Dean of the College of Life Sciences
and Agriculture at the University of New
Hanpshire and the fornmer deputy director of the
Nati onal Marine Fishery Service.

“It's not a case of, let's gradually phase in
sone solutions. It's rather nore urgent than
that. Overfishing is not a just a Chinese
problem W have serious overfishing probl ens
here as does Europe, and we need to cone to
grips wth themas urgently as the Chinese do.
This is a global problem not a case of a few
bad actors.”

This new picture of the state of the oceans
rai ses serious concerns about the supply of
fish and world food supply, and its ability to
keep up with a rising world popul ati on.

Sonme governnents and i ndustries believe that
aquaculture is the solution. But Watson and
Pauly warn that it is a fallacy to believe that
fish farmng can make up the shortfall, and

t hey caution against their results being used
to call for nore aquacul ture.

Salnmon farmng in Tasmania, Australia's island
state. (Photo courtesy National Miseum of
Australia) "Agquacul ture cannot replace wld
seaf ood because so nuch farnmed seafood relies
on wld fish for fishneal," Watson says.
“"Currently a third of all fish |anded gl obally
goes into fishneal and oil. Half is used for
aquacul ture and half is used for agriculture.
"The aquacul ture conponent is increasing
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rapi dly because we are using fishneal to raise
carnivorous fish like salnon. If aquaculture is
going to help the situation, you have to raise
vegetarian fish - |like carp, tilapia and
shellfish - and not supplenent their food with
fish neals or oils,” Watson says.

Canadi ans, particularly British Col unbi ans and
residents of the Atlantic provinces, nust
demand an end to the use of floating net cages
In the salnon farm ng i ndustry, the Vancouver
based David Suzuki Foundation said follow ng
the rel ease today of a report into sal non
farmng in British Col unbi a.

Stuart Leggatt, a fornmer B.C. Suprene Court
Justice who just conpleted an inquiry into the
B.C. industry entitled "C ear Choices, C ean
Wat ers”, says pollution and escapes fromthe
net cages which float in the ocean are anobng

t he nost serious problens with the industry.

“"After hearing from al nost 200 people, both for
and agai nst net cage sal non farm ng,
Comm ssi oner Leggatt has concl uded that net
cages nust be renoved fromthis coast wthin
three years," said JimFulton, executive
director of the David Suzuki Foundati on.
Leggatt's findings concur with recommendati ons
fromthe federal Auditor General and the Senate
fisheries commttee that Canada nust reassess
sal non farm ng.

Bringing a huge traw net filled wth fish
aboard a commercial fishing vessel (Photo
courtesy Al aska Fisheries Science Center)

Fi sheries are the nost gl obalized food industry
t hat exists. Over 75 percent of the world
marine fisheries catch - over 80 mllion tons
per year - is sold on international narkets.
Thi s neans that what happens in one country
matters to another. Many people do not realize
the extent to which fish sold in the U S. are

http://www.gets.org/News/news.cfm?News_ID=9 (5 of 6) [22/03/2002 5:37:50 PM]



http://www.gets.org/News/news.cfm?News_1D=9

caught el sewhere in the world. "A lot of the
fish eaten in the U S. now are being inported
from New Zeal and, the Pacific, West Africa and
Antarctica," Pauly says. In terns of value the
U.S. catches shrinp, sea cucunbers and now even
jellyfish, and exports nmuch of it to East
Asia."

Paul y hopes that the study will renove what he
calls "a psychol ogi cal weapon" - the
distortions in the global reports submtted to
the FAO - that industry has used to justify
putting out nore boats and buil di ng bi gger
traw ers.

"The United Nations' FAO nust have a stronger
position in the future when negotiating the
supply of accurate data fromthe nations of the
wor |l d, and those data nust be evaluated,"” he
enphasi zes. "Fisheries nmanagenent and econom c
deci si ons nust be based on the best avail able
data."

“I think the high seas nust be nanaged, not
sinply watched, " Watson says. "W nust insist
that nations provide statistics that can be
verified."

NOTICE: In accordance with Title 17 U.S.C. Section 107, this material is
distributed without profit to those who have expressed a prior interest in receiving
thisinformation for research and educational purposes.
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