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affecting fisheries?
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The new coronavirus is affecting 
all aspects of our lives and our 
economies. In an environment 
where almost everything is 
uncertain, it is impossible to fathom 
the full impact the virus will have 
on our lives, our economy, and 
our planet. For some segments 
of the economy, inferences can 
be drawn from the history of 
earlier pandemics.

For fisheries, however, the 
instructive events are not earlier 
pandemics. They are instead the 
effects of wars, another type of 
recurring catastrophe affecting 
humans. In wartime, young men 
who would otherwise be fishing 
are recruited into armies, and their 
boats are claimed by governments 
to guard coastlines or sweep 
for mines.

Thus, the uncaught fish could 
grow, spawn, and produce new fish 
that could also grow and spawn 
new generations of fish, thereby 
increasing their abundance in 
the water. After both WWI and 
WWII, when fishing from Northern 
European waters was sharply 
curtailed for three or more years, 
fish catches were huge. The war 
we waged on fish had ceased for 
a while (see graph above), and the 
fish recovered.

Recent articles from China, and 
a vast number of countries from 
Europe and North America, suggest 
that some fish populations are 

either increasing or changing 
their behaviors, following local 
reductions of fishing pressure 
due to measures taken to reduce 
the impact of the virus. This is 
the marine equivalent of various 
animals that are now entering 
empty city streets, from goats on 
Piccadilly Circus in London to wild 
boars in Haifa.

When the need for social distancing 
eventually decreases, it would 

be nice if this respite allowed 
exploited fish stocks to rebuild 
further. Fisheries science has 
strong evidence that exploited fish 
populations will quickly recover 
when given a break. This would 
ultimately enable fishers to earn 
more, and obviate the need for 
the government subsidies that 
presently keep so many fishing 
vessels afloat to scrape up depleted 
fish populations. In the meantime, 
however, governments, wherever 
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Catches of British trawlers from 1883 to 2004, showing the effects of two world wars on 
fishing around the British Isles and in the open North Sea, redrawn from Thurstan, R.H., 
Brockington, S., and Roberts, C.M., 2010. The effects of 118 years of industrial fishing on 
UK bottom trawl fisheries. Nature Communications, 1(1), pp.1-6.
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they can, have to ensure that fishers 
who cannot work because of this 
pandemic will not be forgotten.

On Canada’s West Coast, we have 
a traditional fishery (practiced 
in various forms for thousands 
of years) for herring roe on 
kelp (i.e., for eggs deposited on 
kelp fronds by herring that go 
on living). This fishery provides 
members of the Heiltsuk First 
Nation about 6 million Canadian 
dollars per year, with an additional 

A juvenile Pacific herring is pictured. Herring eggs are used by many First Nations people for food and 
cultural purposes.

     Fisheries science has strong evidence 
that exploited fish populations will 
quickly recover when given a break.
“

“

quarter of a million dollars in 
salaries to the workers in 40 small 
processing plants. This fishery, 
like many throughout the world, is 
now closed. 

Thus, while a respite for fish and 
the ecosystems in which they are 
embedded is a good thing, we 
should not forget the price that has 
to be paid for this. In the example 
provided here, it is paid by fishers 
who do not even kill the fish they 
rely on.
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