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One Fish, Two Fish, False-ish, True-ish

By FELICITY BARRINGER

Thomas McDonald/The New Y ork Times Menhaden like these picked up by  a Connecticut fisheries boat
are among the fish stocks that are declining. But how fast? A new study  questions current methods of
assessing fish populations.

Two University of Washington scientists have just published a study in the journal
Conservation Biology in collaboration with colleagues from Rutgers University and Dalhousie
University arguing that the gloomiest predictions about the world’s fisheries are significantly
exaggerated.

The new study takes issue with a recent estimate that 70 percent of all stocks have been
harvested to the point where their numbers have peaked and are now declining, and that 30
percent of all stocks have collapsed to less than one-tenth of their former numbers. Instead,
it finds that at most 33 percent of all stocks are over-exploited and up to 13 percent of all
stocks have collapsed.

It’s not that fisheries are in great shape, said Trevor Branch, the lead author of the new
study; it’s just that they are not as badly off as has been widely believed. In 2006, a study in
the journal Science predicted a general collapse in global fisheries by 2048 if nothing were
done to stem the decline.

The work led by Dr. Branch is another salvo in a scientific dispute — feud might be a better
word — that pits Dr. Branch and his co-author Ray Hilborn at U.W.’s School of Aquatic and
Fisheries Sciences] and their allies against scientists at the University of British Columbia
and their partisans.

The latest paper argues that the methodology resulting in the most dire estimates, derived
from records of the amount of fish caught, is not as accurate as data from the more broadly
based United Nations assessment, based on the estimated biomass of available stocks of
individual species.

When the catch-based approach was applied to data on 234 global fish stocks from 1950 to
2006, it showed that 68 percent of all fisheries were either over-exploited (46 percent) or
collapsed (22 percent) by the end of that period, while none were increasing.

By contrast, when an assessment is based on an estimate of biomass, it showed that 28
percent of fisheries were either over-exploited (15 percent) or collapsed (13 percent). The
second method also indicated 24 percent of the stocks were increasing.
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But Dirk Zeller, a scientist at the University of British Columbia who is on the other side of
the debate, doesn’t buy all of Dr. Branch’s arguments. Yes, he said, using fish stock data is
preferable to using catch data. But if reliable fish stock data is only available in developed
countries like the United States or Australia — where fisheries management is reasonably
well developed — what good is it in determining what is happening in the rest of the world?

Dr. Zeller said that Dr. Branch and his University of Washington colleague Ray Hilborn had
taken a stand in some previous papers that “f you look at fish stocks that have formal stock
assessment processes, you find that many of them — not all — are relatively healthy. That’s
valid.”

“Where their argument falls down is that they extrapolate that pattern to global fisheries,
and then say global fisheries aren’t doing that bad,” he said. “They totally ignore the fact that
all of Asia, all of South America, all of Africa are not included.”

Dr. Zeller added that 234 stocks are a tiny subset of thousands of species currently being
fished, not a sample from which one can derive broad conclusions.

His University of British Columbia colleague Daniel Pauly, who has objected to Dr. Branch’s
work on other other occasions, is blunter. “The school of fisheries around Branch and Hilborn
are now contesting everything that seems to be established,” he said in an interview. “The
point is not whether you use catches or estimates of biomass inferred from other data. The
point is that you make proper inferences.”

(Here is Dr. Branch’s rebuttal of an earlier critique by Dr. Pauly.)

Yet scientists on both sides do cede a little ground.

“I have no argument with the point that with stocks that are well managed you can have
sustainable fisheries,” Dr. Zeller said. He pointed out that he and Dr. Pauly have adjusted
their online database to reflect a critique by Dr. Branch that their analysis had given short
shrift to rebounding fish stocks. But he does maintain that data from catches are more
applicable on a global scale than other data sets.

Dr. Branch, for his part, says that catch data has value for some uses as long as it is handled
with care.

Even without the aid of mathematical modeling, it is possible to predict that fish population
debates themselves will remain sustainable for some time to come.
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