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INTERVIEW with Daniel Pauly, marine biologist 

"There will come a day when the Spanish fleet will dedicate themselves to catching 
jellyfish " 

Biologist Daniel Pauly is a world authority on the decline in fish stocks and on the 
ecosystem's responsiveness to human actions. His name is behind such tools as 
Fishbase, the easy-to-use and extensive database about marine organisms used by 
everyone from scientists to children around the world. Scientgc American magazine 
describes Pauly as one of the fifty most influential scientists. His criticism makes 
governments uncomfortable, especially those unable to make long-term decisions as 
well as fishermen, although holding talks with them is not very useful. Pauly, professor 
at the University of British Columbia (Canada) and board member of the Oceana 
organisation, alerts about the consequences of the exhaustion of resources and warns 
that soon only jellyfish will fill the fishermen's nets. 

- What is the major threat facing the fishing industry today? 

- The fleet is overcapitalised and it must be reduced on an international scale. Instead of 
doing this, we are subsidising. The message regarding exhaustion of fishing grounds is 
ignored because of the existence of economic aid. I could give some examples of the 
state of a few species, but it is irrelevant now because all species will decline in the long 
run. 

- What is the impact of pirate fishing in this context? 

- The pirates are like the scouting party. Fishermen may do things legally, but they will 
always try to go further. And the pirates are in front, they are the outlaws; they go 
wherever they want and fish anythg.  In reality, they do exactly what the fishermen 
will do afterwards. 

- What can consumers do about this? 

- There are certain rules that can be applied to find out if the size of the fish is adequate. 
But to say that the public must do any thg  with respect to this is admitting that our 
governments are not doing what they should. It's like going to a store to buy a television 
set and having to choose one that wasn't stolen! 

- Are we to blame in part, for being accustomed to having an abundance of fish, at 
low prices coming in from all parts of the world? 

- In reality, fish stocks have been declining since the 90's and world captures have also 
decreased. But rich countries like Spain don't notice it because they get all the fish they 
want, from all parts of the world. And they will keep getting it until no fish are left. But 
poor countries do notice it, they are left without resources. Food security is no longer 
guaranteed and this will make relations between rich and poor countries even more 
complicated in the future. 
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-Why is it necessary to create marine reserves?

-Weare discovering that many of the animals that inhabit marine depths don't live fifty .
or one hundred )'ears, but more than two hundred years. Bottom trawling destroys
everything. And with animals living such a long time, you can't have sustainable
fIShery, because you fish them once and it's allover. Life is so slow in these ecosystems
that it doesn't have time to renew itself. The only possible policy for these areas is to
prohIbit fishing.

-Have you convinced the fishing sector that if the fish disappear, the fishermen
will also disappear?

-Actually, I don't maintain contact with them, and I think the benefits of holding talks
with them in this context are overrated.

-Is the disappearance of great predators a proven fact? What are the
consequences?

-Since the 1950's, the majority of the great predators have disappeared or are almost
extinct. There is empirical evidence. The problem is that we are continuously going
lower down the food chain. Since there are less predators, the trophic level of the
captures get lower each time. With less predators, there are more medium-sized fish,
and we fish them, because there are many. Then the population of small fISh increases.
In the end, the only thing left will be the jellyfish, which are increasing around the
world. In some Asian countries, such as China or Japan, they are caught for human
consumption. They day will come when the Spanish fleet will be dedicated to catching .
jellyfish. And that will be the end of it. It has already happened in Canada.

-When do you think that moment will come?

-I don't know about Spain, but it is already happening in eastern Africa. The ocean is
full. I am certain that Spanish fishermen are catching more and more of them
accidentally. The day they see this product is sellable and that they can dedicate
themselves to fishing them will mark the beginning of a change.

"The EU's fisheries policy is a farce"

With his characteristic eloquence, Pauly refers to European fISheries policy as "a farce."
"They play good guy, bad guy. Year after year, Brussels warns about the state of
resources. And year after year, the governments ignore the warnings. They will keep at
it until no more fish are left in the ocean, " he complains. Pauly criticises the lack of a

clearly defmed position regarding the UN's decision concerning bottom trawling and
highlights Spain's importance in terms of world captures. "In relation to its waters, it is
the country that most seriously impacts ecology. It is one of the countries that fishes
mostly outside its waters." .
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The conservation organisation Oceana accuses Spain, France and Italy of "promoting
. and tolerating" pirate fishing practices, and affirms that the Puerto de 1a Luz port in the

Canary Islands is the main entrance point to the EU for these captures. One of the most
famous cases is the Antonio Vidal case, the Galician shipowner tried in the U.S. for
illegal fishing 0 ffences.
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