The author conducting research on recreational anglers on Galata Bridge, in the Golden Horn estuary of Istanbul
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Documenting history in
Turkey
by Aylin Ulman

I

n 2011, I began working for the
Sea Around Us Project to complete
catch reconstructions for Eastern
Mediterranean and Black Sea countries. I
quickly realized, while studying Turkey’s
fisheries, that some marine ecosystems
of Turkey recently underwent immense
reductions of commercial species [1],
leading to entire trophic shifts, but little
data were available to explain these issues.
At the beginning of my MSc with Daniel
Pauly in 2012, it was decided that I’d go to
Turkey to document the shifting baselines
syndrome, i.e., gradual shifts in perception
of the ecosystem, and collect details on
these missing species/habitats.

My father was part of this study, as he
is part of the first generation of scuba
divers from Istanbul in the late 1950s and
remembers a time long gone-by, when the
Bosphorus was pristine and teeming with
marine life. He has always been a typical
eastern Mediterranean fisher, which does
not normally go well with proud marine
conservationists such as me. However,
documenting shifting baselines in Turkey
allowed me to turn his older generation’s
Turkish traditional ecological knowledge
(TEK) into recording the missing pieces of
biological history.
To assess the shifting baselines syndrome,
I compared today’s level of fishing effort,
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catch amounts, catch composition, and mean sizes to the
time when these fisheries began; had them rate the quality
of fishing now and when they first started; asked about any
local extirpations or serious collapses in fish abundances;
asked about the changes in catch of several other key
taxa; and then queried the fishers about how they would
improve fisheries.
The present plight of Turkish fisheries are likely a
combination of the following: they have a tremendous
fishing fleet (over 17,000 commercial vessels), very
sophisticated technology (i.e., sonars and GPS), no catch
restrictions, little enforcement of regulations, and also
grapple with pollution issues.
I attended meetings for both the
The
small-scale and industrial sectors
industrial
and quickly realized that some
fishers are
sectors were more affected by
the true
the changes in biodiversity and
traditional
catches than others. Consequently,
I decided to interview fishers from fishers of the
all sectors (industrial, artisanal, and
country
recreational) to understand their
unique perspectives. Thanks to my prior work with the Sea
Around Us, I knew over 100 Turkish names for fish, which
was essential in conducting my surveys. I concentrated
mostly on the Istanbul Bosphorus (where fishers depart
to fish each of Turkey’s four seas), the Dardanelles (home
to the most productive migration route for the key pelagic
species), and the southwestern peninsula (which separates
the Aegean Sea from the Mediterranean).
I first began my survey training on my father’s fishing
friends in Datça, on the very southwestern peninsula,
where he is the vice-president of the local fisheries co-
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Some industrial-sized driftnets (averaging 6 km in width) in Poyrazköy on
the north-eastern tip of the Bosphorus Strait, and me for size comparison.
(© A. Ulman)

operative. Everywhere, fishers were very open and helpful
to me, which surprised me. Many were asking me: “Why
does our government not try to learn how our seas have
changed, yet a Canadian is out there with us trying to
understand it?” I then realized just how privileged we are to
be able to conduct this type of study. I was most surprised
by how welcomed I was by the industrial fishers. I had
gone there with a preconceived notion that these were the
bad guys, wielding an immense fishing power. However, I
quickly learned that these were the true ‘traditional’ fishers
of the country, many whose families had been fishing for
hundreds of years. They really care about the future of the
fisheries and are desperately seeking some sort of output
control to manage the stocks.
As I surveyed each fishing sector, and made many new
friends, I gained new insights into a few common illegal
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fisheries of the Bosphorus, like the sea snail, Mediterranean
mussel and bottom trawl fisheries, and now I have numbers
to better estimate them.
I realized that the rate of ecological change is unbelievable
for certain areas. For example, the Golden Horn estuary of
the Bosphorus was teeming with swordfish, bluefin tuna,
lobsters and Atlantic mackerel just 60 years ago, all of
which seem to have vanished since the 1970s. Older fishers
rarely bring up these species in conversation anymore, but
are still haunted by their disappearances.
If I had to remember just a few quotes from this field trip,
they would be:
• “Forget about making money [fishing], we do not even
enjoy this anymore”;
• “30 years ago, 3 months of fishing would leave your
pockets full for the other 9 months, now we fish every
day and can barely afford our bread”;
• “Both small-scale and medium-scale fisheries are just
not viable anymore, only the large-scale fisheries can
survive, we need to find other work to complement our
fishing salaries”; and
• “We have seen the best fishing years imaginable,
but our children will only know those years through
encyclopedias”.
On a side note, I was staying in Taksim Square when I was
in Istanbul, where east meets west, and ancient history
is met with modernity. There, I got to witness the Turkish
national revolution, and its daily progression first hand. Its

early stages were a very elated
“Our children
street party, comparable in my
will only
lifetime only to the Toronto after
know
our
the Blue Jay’s World Series wins
best fishing
of 1992 and 1993. The educated
years
through
half of the country united for
the first time in history in Taksim encyclopedias”
Square to oppose actions of the
Prime Minister. The protesters went from feeling utterly
powerless to realizing that united they were strong, and
that the world indeed was listening (for a little while
anyways). I have never felt more proud to be Turkish, that
is, until they began to use tear gas; I then realized that
human rights and democracy have a different meaning
than in Canada, and that it was better to be safe than
arrested...
The shifted baselines of Turkey had not been previously
studied. There is no other way to find out this information
besides speaking to the fishers whom have witnessed these
changes first hand. I hope to make my findings accessible
to the fishing community in their local publications so that
those without the prior ecological knowledge can at least
try to imagine it, and even pass it down. Now that we know
that Turkish citizens have a voice, it is now time for Turkish
fishers to have a voice.
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Experiences with the Sea Around Us
Project
by Beau Doherty

I

t is hard to believe that it has been only 18 months
since I first joined the Sea Around Us Project, effectively
starting my career in fisheries sciences and marine
conservation. Looking back, my former career seems a
world away, yet only two years ago I was working as an
environmental engineer in Ottawa. I have always loved the
oceans, even in my undergrad where I dabbled in biology
and oceanography courses, and I immersed myself in
books about fisheries and learning about the impacts that
humans were having on our marine ecosystems. These
readings included, among many others, Charles Clover’s
The End of the Line and Sylvia Earle’s The World is Blue. I
was inspired to try and improve things in our oceans and

with that in mind. I left my job and set off to work with a
small non-profit group on small-scale fisheries and marine
conservation issues in Madagascar.
I returned to Vancouver eager to enter the world of fisheries
and make a difference. However, I never imagined that I
would get a job working as a Research Assistant with the
Sea Around Us, alongside some of the very people whose
work had inspired me to change careers. I felt extremely
lucky and enthusiastically jumped into the exciting world
of catch data!
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I was assigned to reconstruct catches for countries in the
Western Indian Ocean (and the western United States, just
for fun), a good area for me given my recent stint in that part
of the world. This job basically boils down to answering the
question: “How many fish have we really extracted from
the ocean over the last 60+ years, and from where? If we
are to understand how to manage fisheries and rebuild
marine ecosystems, it is important to at least know what
we have removed from these systems in the past.
This was hard work, painful at times, and it involved many
long hours sitting in front of a computer reading through
reports and working with electronic catch data. It involved
many emails to local experts and digging through much of
the grey literature, and due to the different languages in
that part of the world… a fair amount of Google Translate.
I never thought I would be thrilled to receive emails with
attachments of historical documents or unpublished data
sets, but this information was often hard to come by and
I was always excited when I finally got my hands on it. I
guess this is when I got confirmation that I had officially
become a “fish geek”. The historical documents were a lens
into the past and provided great insight into what fisheries
were like in these places several decades ago. There is a
wealth of historical data in libraries around the world,
which unfortunately are not easily found on the Internet
and thus likely to be missed in the literature review for
much of the research today. The reconstruction work by
the Sea Around Us has incorporated information from
thousands of such references into usable catch data, much

of which otherwise would have been lost. It is a huge
accomplishment and I am proud to be part of it.
I quickly learned that working in fisheries was not all about
living on the beach and diving on coral reefs. I guess my
short 2 months in Madagascar was like a honeymoon,
whereas working with catch data has been like a marriage:
lots of hard work but very rewarding (or so I’ve been told
by married folks...). I didn’t have quite the same view from
my cubicle as in Madagascar, but I loved it. I was excited to
come into the office every day and learn about fish and I
was energized by the people around me.
It was incredible to work in an environment surrounded
by so many brilliant and dedicated people working on
such a variety of interesting marine research, all of whom
were dedicated to improving things in our oceans. It really
was inspiring and I tried to be like a sponge, soaking up
absolutely as much information as I could.

I didn’t have
quite the
same view
from my
cubicle as in
Madagascar,
but I loved
it.

I have just started my Master’s in
the Resource and Environmental
Management program at Simon
Fraser University, where I will be
working with their fisheries group.
I will very much miss coming into
work everyday at the UBC Fisheries
Centre but will continue on with the
project part-time and look forward
to our future accomplishments.

Captain Beau Doherty cruising around Vancouver Island (© B. Doherty)
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