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That sky keeps on falling

On it's website, Oceana (the environmental organization

ioly with trawls or dredges takes place in waters deeper than

received $10 million in start-up funds from the Pew Chpthat, so there are approximately 16 million square miles of
table Trusts and is carrying on as if its primary mission isdoean bottom that are reachable by commercial fishermen

make life miserable and earning a living impossible for

.&nd, in Oceana’s words, candidates for “stripping.”

commercial fishermen) claims thdach year, commercia| Thus, according to Oceana, every square mile of ocean within
fishing strips bare an area twice the size of the contigyaesch is “stripped bare” every three years or less by commer-

United States beneath the sea.”

cial fishing trawls and dredges. We can only assume this means
that everything that was there, living or not, is removed. And

We found it difficult to imagine what “stripping bare” an arnetnis has been going on for decades.

of ocean actually means (though it sure sounds bad, p
larly when applied to such a big patch of ocean). So, i
attempt to put Oceana’s apparently dire and alarming
nouncement into a more understandable context, we
little research of our own.

The easy part was finding out the area of the contiguous U
States. It's roughly 3.3 million square miles. Almost as €
was doubling that area. That's 6.6 million square miles.
culating how much of that area commercial fishing actu
“stripped bare,” however, is a bit beyond our meager (rem
ber that we haven'’t yet been provided with $10 million
start-up money by the Pew Charitable Trusts) capacity. S
had to consider the issue from another perspective.

Approximately 140 million square miles of the earth’s S
face is covered with water, almost all salt water and alr
all in the oceans. Eleven point nine percent of these g
waters are less than 1000 meters deep. Little commercial

ticu-
N éet, in spite of this alleged stripping, these same ocean wa-
prers continue to produce fish, fish that are being continuously
Jidaavested by commercial fishermen at undiminished levels
(according to the FAO, fish production from the world’s oceans
in the years 1994 to 1999 were 84.7, 84.3, 86.0, 86.1, 78.3
haed 84.1 million tons - with the lower 1998 production at-
asiputable to El Nino affects).
Cal-
alBo, are we blessed with communities of organisms on the ocean
dmottom that, despite the claims of the anti-fishing groups to
oiie contrary, are capable of healing themselves from the scars
oafeommercial fishing, from being “stripped bare,” in a year
or two? Or is Oceana totally out to sea when it comes to esti-
mating the extent of bottom damage caused by commercial
ufishing? Borrowing a title from Aretha Franklin....

Wﬂo’s Zoomin’ Who?
cean

fldle’'ve written before about the propensity of anti-fishing

“.... environmental groups such as Oceana, the Conservation
Law Foundation and the American Oceans Campaign are us-

ing unreliable data to initiate lawsuits, making fisheries’ man-
agers submit to their agenda. In other words, these environ-
ment groups are using the fishing industry as a marketing tool

to promote their own existence. They should be held account-

able for their actions as well.”  (from a September 28, 2002 edi-
torial in the New Bedford Standard Times entitled “For too long,
fishermen’s expertise discarded by feds.” For background on the
situation that inspired the Standard Times, go to the “Trawlgate”
pages at http://www.fishingnj.org/ and http://www.bdssr.com/lat-

est/trawl/trawlgate.htm.)

groups to rely on hyperbole when trying to sell their doom-
and-gloom messages (see “A good image is hard to find” at
http://wwwfishingnj.og/njnet14.htnor “Anatomy of an anti-
fishing campaign” ahttp://wwwfishingnj.og/netusa6.htm
We’ve been exposed to this over-the-top Chicken Little rheto-
ric for the better part of a decade, a decade when our fisheries
clearly haven't self-destructed and in many instances are re-
building, yet the shrill hysteria continues. Recent examples:

“The House Resources Committee adopted a bill last
night that rolls back ocean protections and puts fish

If you would like to be removed
from this list, please check this box
and fax this page to 215 345 4869

populations at risk of collapse. The measure attacks
fundamental provisions of current law including bycatch,
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overfishing, and habitat protections in ways that dim

ish safeguards essential to the survival of many fish {

cies.” (Audubon)

habitat destruction and inadequate fisheries mana
ment, an estimated 70% of the world’s commerci

“Because of wasteful fishing practices, oversized flejgt
kl

N“The environmental movement has become riddled with extrem-
p@m, misinformation, misguided priorities and downright decep-
tion. It is wonderful that this dogmatic conceit is now being effec-
tively challenged. Let's put some wind in Lomborg’s sails!”

.Moore on his website at http://www.greenspirit.com/lomborg/.

. Moore was a founding member of Greenpeace, President of
V'reenpeace Canada, and a Director of Greenpeace International.)

q

fished species have been fished to or beyond the
at which their populations can easily sustain the
selves.”(Environmental Defense)

“Our oceans are rapidly being depleted of figiwiebsite
of the TV series “Empty Oceans, Empty Nets”)

“Presently, many of the nation’s major fisheries rely p
dominantly on destructive fishing practices, inclu

d
bottom trawling and scallop dredging, where fishernlle

not only catch fish, but also devastate the fish's h
tat,” (Conservation Law Foundation)

“The incidental catch and mortality of marine mammg
seabirds, sea turtles and unwanted fish species or
groups by various fishery-types, and the destructio
habitat and benthic communities by bottom-dragg
fishing gear, are altering food chains and sea-life cd
munities.” (SeaWeb)

These pronouncements certainly raise questions. Hav
world’s fisheries been overharvested? Does commercial
ing gear have an impact on habitat? Do commercial fis
techniques sometimes catch unwanted organisms?

Overharvesting

Of course some commercial fisheries have been overharvg
but not all nor even most. The anti-fishing groups invarig
ignore the fact that every year more fisheries are rem
from the “overfished” list and that many, at least in the U
where the massive anti-fishing campaigns are focused
now in a rebuilding phase. They also, because it gives

Drink

nanimal protein, and we’re willing to add to that price the
downstream effects as well. To suggest that we could harvest
equivalent amounts of seafood without some level of distur-
bance to the ocean habitat, or to suggest that this disturbance
might not be a price we're willing to pay, is at best impossibly
Pollyannish and at worst a prescription for even more human
fenisery via protein deficiency in the future.

catch

abMithout argument, commercial fishermen catch untargeted
fish and other organisms, but what — if any - impact does this
have on the ecosystem? Commercial fishermen are continu-
Iously working to reduce bycatch; not just because it's such an
agbvious waste, but also because catching it, handling it and
N @getting rid of it involves more wear and tear on the gear and
rmgore work on deck.

m_

Interestingly, because of the sheer magnitude of the numbers
involved, the importance of bycatch can be — and always is —
e aherblown by the anti-fishing claque. A cover story in Time
fistagazine a few years back claimed (possibly accurately) that
nifg 1993...shrimp trawlers in the Gulf of Mexico caught and
threw away an estimated 34 million red snappers, including
many juveniles."Such a statement on its own seems pretty
horrendous. But put into the proper context, perhaps it isn't.
bsted,

Hiythe author is referring to U.S. waters in the Gulf out to 20
pvaides, a reasonable estimation of where the U.S. shrimp fleet
fshes, then he was writing about somewhere around 18 or 20
, miion acres of water. Less than two red snapper killed by
hgimimp trawls per acre of water — and remember that this was

much scarier numbers to bounce around, habitually lump ¢u&ek in the days before the use of Bycatch Reduction De-

fished and fully exploited fisheries together. But with
growth in the world’s population there’s no reasonable
least if you have any humanitarian instincts at all - argum
against having fisheries that are fully exploited.

Habitat Impacts
Sure, commercial fishing gear can have an impact on ha

héces was mandatory — seems not so horrendous at all. In fact,
vlogically it could be argued that it reduces the red snapper
ehycatch issue to a “so what.”

All of these anti-fishing arguments are selling points for a
particular agenda, and their success depends on a glossing
bitat,

but which human activities don’'t? We're harvesting al
100 million tons of seafood from the world’'s oceans e
year. That'’s a lot of fish and crabs and clams. To put this
of harvest in perspective, the world’s annual productio
beef, pork and poultry is 50 million, 80 million and 60
lion tons respectively.

We all know how much “habitat” is disturbed by cattle, H
and chicken farming. That's the price we pay for afforda

(=
ch

Quote of the month
e Conservation Law Foundation has been in the vanguard of
-called “conservationist” organizations suing the federal gov-
rnment over what they consider as too lax fisheries regulations.
-Of the recent furor over faulty survey gear used to sample fish
stocks (http://www.fishingnj.org), Foundation scientist Anthony

Chatwin is quoted “CLF continues to have great confidence in
E4>/ew England’s federal fishery scientists.” (Fishermen demand
Ieoice, D. Fraser, Cape Cod Times, 09/13/02)
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un- presenting issues within their jurisdiction not as prob-
lems but as looming catastrophes (to revert to our
earlier distinction). This creates an incentive to steer
low grants to researchers whose work supposedly points
ave to such grave threats, and that in turn creates an in-
ot. centive for researchers to exaggerate the threat con-
tained in their findings.

over or distortion of the admittedly complex science that
derlies many fisheries issues.

Is this propensity by the environmental organizations to 4
issues way out of proportion limited to those few that h
hitched their wagons to the anti-fishing star? Definitely r

Chicken Little in the non-fishing world

“The Skeptical Environmentalist: Measuring the Real StatéVe would add to this, at least in the fisheries world, yet an-
of the World” a book by Danish professor of statistics gnather element; large grant-making foundations such as the
ex-Greenpeace activist Bjorn Lomborg, convincingly debynRew Charitable Trusts. These foundations, with seemingly un-
the “science” that underlies many of the “end of the woflditnited - at least in a fisheries research context - abilities to
pronouncements that the current crop of eco-alarmists afefusd research and with strong commitments to particular agen-
ing to swell their coffers (see Tom DeWees&4assive | das, in many cases have much more influence than the in-
Wealth Drives Green Agendadt http://www.sharetrails.ord/volved federal agencies (s@econsumer campaign that
mag/07index00/story2.htm ) and skew public policy. Not fenissed by a mileat http://www.fishingnj.org/njnet15.htm).
surprisingly, Dr. Lomborg has come under attack by just apout

every “environmental” organization out there. Very surpfi8vhile The Sceptical Environmentalistdoesn’t address fish-
ingly, he has also been targeted by the scientific estafjlishies issues and fisheries alarmism, Dr. Lomborg might just as
ment, even having Scientific American devoting 11 paggswell have. The actors, the motivations and the overblown “end
debunking his debunking. In an article discussing the vaniafghe world” rhetoric are all there. The only thing that's miss-
assaults launched against Dr. Lomborg (personally) and ihig is any connection to reality.

book, (The Mau-Mauing of Bjorn Lomborg Commentary; ‘e thi iy 5

09/02) David Schoenbrod writes: What's this mean for the fishing industry

The so-called “conservationist” groups can very effectively

The release of Lomborg’s book last fall was attended
(as | have already noted) by a great deal of public-
ity all over the world, and the book itself immedi-

ately garnered respectful notices in places like the
Washington Post and the Economist. This positive
reception challenged the power of the environmen-
tal movement at a pivotal point: its claim to repre-

sent scientific truth. Lomborg may not have been
the first to threaten this power, but he was far and
away the most dangerous.

A recent article by Roger Pielke, Jr. ([Policy, poli-
tics and perspectivel]in, to its credit, Nature [March,
02]) helps explain why. Writing about the making of
environmental policy, Pielke identifies what he calls

sell their skewed view of conditions in our fisheries to elected
officials, to the media, and to the public. Taking advantage
of the complexity of fisheries and ocean issues and the diffi-
culty of ferreting out reliable information, they are finding a
receptive audience. In spite of increasingly stringent man-
agement plans for virtually every fishery being managed, in
spite of many “recovering” fisheries, and in spite of statistics
that show that fisheries production - and fisheries income - is
not plummeting as their prognostications would lead us to
expect, conditions are not yet bad enough for the commercial
fishermen. So, bankrolled with tens of millions of foundation
dollars, they continue to lobby, to litigate and to propagan-
dize in a seemingly coordinated campaign that the fishing
industry can’t afford to counter. Fishermen are the immediate
victims, but theU.S. consumer is ultimately going to suffer.

an “iron triangle’ of mutually reinforcing inter-
ests:™ politicians, scientists, and environmental ac-
tivists. According to Pielke, politicians are loathe to
make controversial decisions on environmental is-
sues and so pass the buck to “science.” The scien-
tists are happy to be given the power, not to mention
the research grants that come along with it. The en-
vironmentalists lean on the scientists for justifica-
tion of their policy agenda. Each leg of the triad

“Until we learn the intricacies of media culture and the processes
by which news is made, we are vulnerable to a daily dose of
misunderstanding contained in each morning’s headlines. Indeed,
we are at risk of perpetually misdiagnosing our modern world and
the role we play in it.” (Introduction to It Ain't Necessarily So:
How Media Make and Unmake the Scientific Picture of Reality

D. Murray, J. Schwartz and S.R. Lichter, http://www.stats.org/
book.htm)

depends on the others for support.

I would add to Pielke’s triad a fourth element: the
staffs of federal agencies, like the National Oceano-
graphic and Atmospheric Administration, that fund
research. These agencies can grow their budgets by

More information on this and other fisheries is-
sues is available on the NJ Fishing website at
http://www.fishingnj.org




