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Fisheries exploit resouroes embedded within
ecosystems

...

Fisheries date back to the Stone Age, but still represent
one of the key uses of the World Ocean. The sector's long
history of absent sustainability was aggravated by industrial
fishing vessels being added, from the end of the 19th
century on, to the smaller crafts and fixed gear then and
now still used to exploit coastal fish populations.
Landings increased massively, especially after the
Second World War. Then, a series of massive fisheries
collapses occurred in various parts of the word, many
involving seemingly well-studied fish populations. In the
.L
late 1980s, these collapses ceased to be compensated for
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by the 'opening up' of new fisheries, and global catches
began to slowly decline from a peak of about 85 million
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Over the past fifty years, world fisheries have seen drastic changes, due to
technological developments, the emergence of the new Law of the Sea, the collapse
of the Eastern Bloc distant-water fisheries and the globalization of much of the fishing
industry and of the markets for marine products; thus more than 75 percent of all fish
consumed globally originates from the Exclusive Economic Zone of other, exporting
countries (this contrast with less than 5 percent for e.g. rice, another key food
commodity).
Of all human impacts on marine ecosystems, fisheries are now the most destructive.
Indeed, it is only the expansion of fishing capacity which has so far masked their
impact. The recently demonstrated decline of global catch, in spite of ever increasing
fishing effort, has now unmasked the industry's serial depletion and extirpation of
resource populations, and the concomitant habitat destruction.
The populations of much sought after 'top predators,' especially bottom fishes such
as cod, groupers, hake and sale are in a particularly deplorable state. As a consequence,
the fisheries have turned to prey fish and invertebrates, leading to a process now
known as 'fishing down marine food webs.
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Ironically, it is concern about stagnation and decrease
in landings about 100 years ago which gave birth to
fisheries science, whose task was to provide advice for a
better management of the fisheries based on scientific
insights in the dynamics of the fish stocks, then well
perceived as part of integrated ecosystems. However, the
aspectsof fishery science that became most important were
those devoted to making fishing operations more effective,
notably by improving location and catching methods. This
service, now involving space age technologies, has led to
an immense fishing pressure being applied to all fish

Thus, we are really

~
..-

i

'fishing down marine I
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extirpating marine
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populations, throughout all of their range, leaving none of
the refuges that earlier protected parts of these populations,
and hence the fisheries from themselves.
Traditional

fisheries

management

measures (e.g.,

restriction on gear, mesh size, or composition of landings)
have mostly failed, or aggravated these and related
problems (e.g., by encouraging
misreporting
and
discarding of by-catch). Alternative approaches, such as
network of marine reserves, which have a great potential
for rehabilitating fisheries, will fail, as well, if the key
problems of fisheries are not addressed, notably the build
up of excess fishing capacity, much of it driven by
government subsidies (i.e., taxpayers' money) and indeed,
of excessive expectations
from fisheries, by both
governments and the consuming public.
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