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Save the fish

It will be difficult to revive the rapldly dmndlmg fish population.

about the future of the world's fish

population. Global marine carches,
which had increased rapidly since
WWII, stalled in the lace 19805 and
havebeen dedining ever since, That
dedline will be difficult eo halc.

The rapid depletion of fish stocks
is the inevitable ouscome of
sophisticated industrial rechnology
being thrown at dwindling marine
populations as demand rises, fuelled
by growth in huran population and
incomes. The dedline has so far been
masked in the developed world by
seafood products that were not
previously available, such as farmed
salmon, and by massive fish imports
from developing countries.

Burover-fishing has becomea
severe problem in che developing
world as well. So fisheries worldwide
are due for wrenching changesin the
neat future. A dearindication of the
problem is “fishing down the marine
food web"—the increasing tendency 10
land fish and shellfish from the
botrom of marine food chains.

The fishing industry is, on its
own, incapable of reversing the
“fishing down” wrend, notwithstanding
arguments by commentatorswho
should know better. In his recent book
The Skepoical Envionmentais; for
example, the Danish public-policy
analyst Bjom Lomborg cited data
reportad by the UN Food and

lusdxfﬁmltnoctobcapmnus:

Agriculture Organization (FAQ) that
showed increasing figures for global
fish catches. Lomborg used the figures
toarguethatif cacches are up, then the
underlying ecosystems must be in
good shape, despite all the warnings
from experss.

The experts are right Wenow
knowdhatthe tincreasesin
global fish catchesin the 1990s were
dueto massive over-reporting o the
FAOby China. Wealso know that
fish catches can remain high {and in
fact usually do} even as stocks coflapse,
asillustrated by cod off Eastern
unt che fishery had 1o be dosed
because there were licerally no fish left.

Butexcessive catches are noteven
the wholestory. Many fishing
techniques now in use—bottom trawls

foremost among them-—literally rear
up the habitat. Asa result, some fish
stocks exploited in this manner do not
seeim to recover, regardless of quotasor
other regulationson catches.
Aquaculture, the farming of fish
and other aquatic organisms, could in
principleamefiorate the coming
shortfall. However, aquaculture refers
totwo fundamentally different kinds
of operations. One s devored to the
farming of bivalves such as oysters and
mussels, or to freshwater fish such as
carpand dilapia. Ieeelies on plants
{plankeon sometimes supplemented
by agricultural by-productsin the case
of reshwatet fish) to generate a net
addition ro the fish food supply
available to consumers. Moreover,
because this type of aquaculeure s
based predominandy in developing

countries, it supplies cheap animal
protein right where it isneeded.

Thesecond typeofaquaculrure
entailsthe farming of camivorous fish
suchas salmon or seabass, and
increasingly, the fattening of wild cuna
in caprivity, These fish eac flesh—
they are the wolves and lions of the
sea, When fed only vegetable matter,
such as soy meal, salmon do not
grow well, and end up looking and
tasting like tofu.

One reason why acquaculure’s
practitioners can get away with thisis
that the publicassumes chatall of these
operationsaresimilar, and that they all
add 1o the global fish supply. Thisis
simply not the case. Thereisstill time
wosave our fisheries, butonly if they
arereinvented notas the sourceof an
endlessly growing supply ofish foran

endlessly growing human population,
butasa provider of a healthy
complement to grain-based dies.
Moreover, such reinvented fisheries
will be smaller, and they will rely on
fish thar move out of marine reserves,
the proected ooean areas dhat we must
establish to enable marine ecosystems
and the species within them to rebuild
some of their pastabundance, and o
share it with usagain. ¢
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