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Abstract 
On April 7, 2010, the author, on board a cruise ship in the Galapagos, gave, a TED Talk titled ‘The Oceans’ 
Shifting Baselines’ to an audience of NGO representatives and ‘celebrities’ with an interest in ocean 
conservation. This talk presented the idea behind the author’s 1995 contribution (“Anecdotes and the 
shifting baseline syndrome of fisheries. Trends in Ecology and Evolution 10(10): 430), put in the context 
of current Galapagos marine biodiversity. What is presented here are the comments to this TED Talk, 
which, along with those of other TED talks, are being taken down from the website where there were 
initially posted.   
 
Introduction  
The comments on my TED Talk of April 7, 2010, titled The Oceans’ Shifting Baselines’ are reproduced 
below without editing (except for typos). However, in some cases, a note was attached (see Endnotes).  
Several of these comments, dated from the time my TED Talk was posted (about 6 months later), can be 
understood only after one has seen that talk – I am just saying!... 
 
Greg Keydel  
Posted 2 months ago  
Another example of shifting baselinesi is the standard of life we think is acceptable for animals vs. the 
standard of life as evolution intended. This is true for both our ‘pets’ and for the animals stuck in our food 
system. The difference between the two, is we try to act out of love for our ‘pets’ but we usually act out of 
greed with other animalsii.  
 

יחרזמ תיגח   
Posted 7 months ago  
I am troubled by your claim that marine protected areas present the past situation. At best the present the 
state of events at the time they were created. And they also deteriorate over time. With real restoration 
actions, things will go only one way – downiii.  
 
Mary Vannoy  
Posted 9 months ago  
Amazing post.  
  

 
1 Cite as:  Pauly, D. 2021. The Oceans’ Shifting Baselines: Comments on a TED Talk, p. 35-40. In: D. Pauly and E. Chu (eds). 
Marine and Freshwater Miscellanea III. Fisheries Centre Research Reports 29(1).  
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Cheng-En Chuang  
Posted 8 years ago  
Every time I watch such video about the environment impact issue, I always get little frustrated, because 
of the too little thing I can do. I really hope that our people can really made up our mind to just has 
enough on our neediv.  
 
Bastiaan Vermonden  
Posted 9 years ago  
If you are a diver please fill out a survey for my website diveselector.com 
http://www.diveselector.com/survey/standard. With this data I hope to accurately compare diving 
destinations so that divers can consistently choose to visit destinations with abundant marine wildlife. 
This will provide economic rewards to countries that ensure effective protection for their big fish, turtles, 
rays, sharks and seahorses. I hope that this will help motivate people, businesses and organizations to use 
their creativity, ingenuity and competitive spirit to find ways to return the ocean to health and ensure it 
remains a place of wonderful exploration.  
 
Punit Jamba  
Posted 9 years ago  
Reminds me of how my grandfather used to reminisce of his childhood. Of how things have become 
'expensive' from being 'in plenty' earlier. The planet seems overburdened with humans. But nature is 
fighting back by evolving.  
 
Dean Jacobson  
Posted 9 years ago  
Living on a coral atoll in the Marshall Islands with a heavy human population, I wonder how its reefs have 
changed...I have worked hard to document how various diseases are related, I think, to human waste, and 
in less than 10 years have photographed many hundreds of corals, as individuals, being killed (sometimes 
this takes 6 years, as an infection slowly spreads over a watermelon-sized brain coral). It is slow, gradual, 
and now with digital cameras people can document the baseline very convincingly (I take over 4000 
images each years of coral alone). On the surrounding low-population atolls (and I have been diving on 12 
of them), *all* the coral are healthy, beautiful, but not on over-populated Majuro! The conclusion: people 
living a western life-style and growing above an ecologically tenable density are incompatible with living 
coral; the remaining coral are all dead, but they just don't "know" it yet. Conclusion 2 (which very view 
people have the ethical, moral and intellectual strength and courage to admit): non-aboriginal humans are 
an invasive species gone amuck. There, I said it. What do we do about it? Continue to take pictures while 
so much of the natural world dies, is overfished, poisoned, over-heated? How about confronting our 
corrupt political systems! (Also, it was my choice not to reproduce, and not to own a car, but I still eat 
beef, I've got to stop that...)  
 
james dracos  
Posted 9 years ago  
We don’t need to over complicate this with massive no fish sanctuaries - we need diversely located 
sanctuaries that allow for recreational fishing = CATCH AND RELEASE ONLY AREAS. We also need bans 
on BAIT taking which is used for protein for animals - IF we have Bait and areas no take but fishing 
allowed = PEOPLE WILL SEE THE CHANGE. Now for an old fishing story - when I was 14 - 50 years ago 
I would fish on the Pensacola Beach pier - and there were many fish - but most of all there was plenty of 
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bait. we would see schools of bait surrounded by predator fish. One time I remember a massive school of 
ladyfish (small predator) go by the pier for several days - it went around the end of the pier about 50 feet 
wide at about 2 miles per hour. If you put anything in the water, they would attack it. KEY is BAIT and 
Areas where any Catch is prohibited - in AREAS.  
 
dave tribbett  
Posted 9 years ago  
This is old news, unfortunately. We are on the 4th type of fish to make "fish sticks" because we overfished 
the other species. Humans are inconsiderate and really don't deserve to have this wonderful planet - 
unless we change radically. The Earth/Universe will do what they do, purge and restart at some point. 
With capitalism driving the planet, looks like we'll drive ourselves to extinction by just doing what we do.  
 
Dean Jacobson  
Posted 9 years ago  
Too true... ideologies trump reason until it’s too late, like on Easter Island!  
 
Martie Anderson  
Posted 9 years ago  
In reply to: This is old news, unfortunately…. by dave tribbett  
I hear what you are saying about the coral reefs. I think this talk helps me understand it in a different 
perspective. I didn't know that trash in unfished areas was covering the sea floor. I didn't know that the 
sizes of fish are declining. I'm a vegetarian and don't eat fish or other animals so maybe I'm not as in 
touch with the issues he is discussion.  
 
I do feel your frustrations though and it comes through loud and clear.  
 
Chris Edgell  
Posted 9 years ago  
(I, too, miss thumbs up AND thumbs down) ... also wish you'd do like Yahoo and notify how many thumbs 
up and replies... What I came to do is to ask a question...if the whales are protected species and a whale 
eats 1 or 2 tons of seafood a day, is this not humans causing depletion of fish? I call it unnatural 
imbalance.  
 
Jamie Godfrey  
Posted 9 years ago  
It depends what species of whale you are talking about. The majority of species that people think of when 
they think of whales actually eat planktonic organisms such as krill.  
 
Thomas Costick  
Posted 9 years ago  
It's always struck me as ungrateful and arrogant, the way commercial fishing reaps resources from the 
seas, as if the supply is endless.  
 
The damage done to the environment in reduced fish numbers, out-of-balance ecology and a physically 
wrecked sea floor may once have been attributed to ignorance on the part of the fishing crews. This can no 
longer be presented as an excuse.  
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Vincent Brandon  
Posted 9 years ago  
Reading and listening to involved speakers like this leads me to information I never knew I wanted to 
know. Is that the power of education? Is that the broadening of mind? I wonder if the less exposed don't 
care and don't want to care. Can they care, having not been introduced to the evidence of a debate?  
 
I wonder how far the "shifting baseline" goes. We are an incredibly adaptive species - within a generation 
we can easily forget the primes of our own past, nonetheless the greatness of previous civilizations and 
natural order. If something like this could be studied by psychologists, the information could empower a 
generation of change. As I see it, believing in the concept of our 'shifting baselines (we are designed to get 
bored, even of the beautiful), the elders are the only ones capable of understanding the brevity of the 
situation; the only ones with the experience to demand sustainability. I just wonder if there isn't an 
inherent fallacy within humankind that could lend itself to catastrophe.  
 
By the time we could even record the 'state' of our oceans with any precision, poor practices had 
decimated millions of hectares. But, not just that. Before we could record and document CPI and median 
incomes, we had no idea what the division of wealth even looked like across a society, and today cannot 
fathom the division between species. There's no question that all life contributes to the biosphere. The 
ultimate test may very well be accounting for our own predatory fallacies before we destabilize not only 
society, but billions of years of evolution.  
 
Fred van Zwieten  
Posted 9 years ago  
Mr. Pauly will get what he asked for. Here is a quote from Cameron: "Avatar 2 narrows the spotlight 
instead of just nature in general or the rainforest. It focuses it a little more on ocean issues, because we 
have a planet that's a blue planet. From a distance, you look at it, the Earth is a lot more blue than it really 
is, you know brown, the land mass. We're making the oceans un-survivable for a lot of the species right 
now. For a lot or reasons. It's just a way to focus a little energy in that direction."  
 
Arno Hayes  
Posted 9 years ago  
I find it so interesting that the Tilapia are maturing when they are smallerv. Darwin would probably find it 
interesting too. Could it be that smaller fish have a better chance of surviving? What would that mean 
from a "bigger is better" perspective?  
 
Thomas Costick  
Posted 9 years ago  
In the case of the fishery mentioned in this example, my guess is that smaller fish tend not to be caught by 
the nets, so they go on to breed again. In this artificial environment, smaller *is* better.  
 
Dan F  
Posted 9 years ago  
Biologist like myself like to compare current data with what we perceive as a relevant measure to the more 
distant past and more "natural" conditions. Despite the fact that the data of the past may be less 
qualitative and/or quantitative. That view seems logical and justified when one thinks in terms of biology 
and historical time lines. The speaker is asking us to appreciate this perspective and many of us agree with 
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him. It is important because our impact and legacy as a species on earth does not necessarily revolve 
around what we chose to selectively believe or justify.  
 
It seems we are more inclined to measure things closer to home and of our own life span and experience - 
perhaps relying more on education about the past seems too abstract and fuzzy. People tend to dismiss 
such concerns and contend environmentalist are the ones that need to adjust their thinking to the extent 
human activities and influence on the environment is the relevant new natural, and furthermore we 
should be more thankful about that fact. Sort of an all or none attitude.  
 
Excellent topic and an appropriate tap on the shoulder.  
 
Tom Comerford  
Posted 9 years ago  
There's nothing like an ocean to make people feel small. Whether from a beach, a cruise ship, or in flight, 
an ocean seems almost infinite. It's difficult to comprehend that marine ecosystems can be so easily 
impacted. Yet so much of the world's population is dependent on the fisheries' harvest, and when that 
ecosystem is at risk, so is that population.  
 
More people need to see this presentation.  
 
W T  
Posted 9 years ago  
These are excerpts from a 1995 article:  
“‘Plenty more fish in the sea,’ runs the saying. But it is wrong,” notes The Economist  
 
“The sea’s abundance has been stretched beyond its limit.” Since its peak in 1989, the world’s marine fish 
catch has been declining.  
 
The reason is simple: “Too few fish have been left in the sea to maintain spawning stocks. Fishermen are 
living off capital, consuming the resource that should yield their catch.”  
 
According to the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, 13 of the world’s 17 major ocean 
fisheries are in trouble—4 of which are classified as commercially depleted.  
 
Sophisticated technology—such as sonar and satellite communications—has made it possible for 
fishermen to locate the fish even in remote areas and to return to precise prime fishing spots.  
 
Huge factory trawlers the size of football fields, with even larger nets, haul in excessive quantities of fish.  
 
Very sad indeed.  
 
Richard Krooman  
Posted 9 years ago  
Avatar 2 under water hmmmm.... what about Avatar 0.2 called The Abyss?  
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John Smith  
Posted 9 years ago  
"We transform the world, but we don't remember it" - We are so weak in the face of the shifting baseline 
due to our limited memory and lacking experience of past scenarios. What can humans do to face the 
shifting baseline? Can we do more than sustain it where it is? Can we shift it positively?  
 
Elon University Philosopher Anthony Weston wrote about this when he described his philosophy of 
"possibilism". He advocates for pushing for the opposite possibility for our relationships with the 
environment and other species - what he calls the "more than human world". Following his ideas, if we 
work instead to uplift other beings to new, healthier, stronger, natural possibilities, and if we believe in a 
positive shifting baseline, we will see the opposite stories - increased life and increased resilience of the 
system.  How can we shift the baseline positively?  
 
jesse jones  
Posted 9 years ago  
Makes sense: Raise the standards, raise expectations, don't settle for terrible.  
 
No one would be ok with a bad relationship if they knew what a good one was like. No one would settle for 
a rundown home if they had the experience of living in a nice home. Who would expect a bad government 
if they were used to a good one? Who would enjoy a grizzly steak if all their life they had well-prepared 
filet mignon?  
 
Treat someone or something around you better and maybe you'll teach them to expect/rise to a higher 
standard of existence.  
 
Endnotes (added in January 2021) 

 
i See Pauly, D. 1995. “Anecdotes and the shifting baseline syndrome of fisheries. Trends in Ecology and Evolution 10(10): 430. 
 
ii There is, however, a trend toward animal welfare which also includes fish and other marine animals; see Pauly, D. and D. 
Zeller. 2019. Agreeing with FAO: Comments on SOFIA 2018. Marine Policy, 100: 332-333. 
doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2018.12.009 and Jacquet, J., Franks, B., Godfrey-Smith, P. and Sánchez-Suárez, W., 2019. The case 
against octopus farming. Issues in Science and Technology, 35(2): 37-44. 
 
iii Actually, marine biodiversity can be re-established in areas where it was degraded, and can be made to resemble the status quo 
ante; see for example Palumbi, S.R. and Sotka, C., 2011. The death and life of Monterey Bay: A story of revival. Island Press, 
Washington D.C. 
 
iv Yes. Gandhi is supposed to have said that “Nature could accommodate our needs, but not our greed”.  
 
v Actually, I will publish later in 2021 a paper showing that tilapia, including the blackchin tilapia (Sarotherodon melanotheron) 
mentioned in the TED Talk and the often-farmed Nile tilapia (Oreochromis niloticus) do not mature when they ‘smaller’ than 
other fish. They spawn at the same fraction of the maximal size they can reach as other fish; however, they are hardier that most 
other fish groups, and they can tolerate stressful conditions better than other fish. The stressful conditions reduce the maximum 
size of tilapia, and thus also their size at first maturity (see Pauly, D. 2021. The Gill-Oxygen Limitation Theory (GOLT) and its 
critics. Science Advances 7: eabc6050.  


