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> According to this story, more than 70 percent of commercial fish 

stocks

are

> now considered fully exploited, overfished or collapsed. Sea birds 

and

> mammals are endangered. And a growing number of marine species are

reaching

> the precariously low levels where extinction is considered a real

> possibility.

> Richard Ellis, author of "The Empty Ocean," was quoted as saying, 

"It's an

> incipient disaster."

> The story says that a rush of recent studies, reports, books and

conferences

> have described the situation as a crisis and urged governments and 

the

> industry to enact substantial changes.

> Behind the assault, experts say, are steady advances in technology,

national

> subsidies to fishing fleets and booming markets for seafood. Demand 

is up

> partly because fish is considered healthier to eat than chicken and 

red

> meat.

> Directed by precise sonar and navigation gear, more than 23,000 

fishing

> vessels of over 100 tons and several million small ones are scouring 

the

sea

> with trawls that sweep up bottom fish and shrimp; setting miles of 

lines

and

> hooks baited for tuna, swordfish and other big predators; and 

deploying

> other gear in a hunt for seafood in ever deeper, more distant waters.

> Flash freezers allow them to preserve their catch so they can sweep 

waters

> right to the fringes of Antarctica. The story says that the trade is 

so

> global that an 80-year-old Patagonian toothfish hooked south of 

Australia

> can end up served by its more market-friendly name, Chilean sea bass, 

in a

> San Francisco bistro.

> Seafood industry officials say overfishing and disregard for 

environmental

> harm peaked a decade ago. They point to the spreading adoption of 

gear

that

> avoids unintended catches, acceptance of quotas and other limits, and

> agreements to conserve ocean-roaming fishes like tunas.

> Linda Candler of the National Fisheries Institute, an industry 

lobbying

> group, was quoted as saying, "We now have a better understanding of 

the

> limitations of the resources."

> However, marine scientists have recently reported that improvements 

in

fish

> stocks, where seen, are from depleted base lines that are a dim hint 

of

the

> ocean's former bounty.

> Dr. Daniel Pauly, a marine scientist at the University of British 

Columbia

> and co-author of "In a Perfect Ocean," a detailed analysis showing

enormous

> drops in North Atlantic catches over the last century, was cited as 

saying

> that the global fleets are sustaining harvests only by moving into

untapped

> resources, adding, "It is like a ring of fire burning through a piece 

of

> paper. Since the 1970's, when the big fishing areas of the Northern

> Hemisphere saw catches drop, you've had this front moving out, with a

> massive effort off West Africa, in Southeast Asia, the southern 

Atlantic."

> Moreover, scientists add, global fishing is spreading so fast that it 

is

> devastating marine ecosystems before scientists study them or get a 

rough

> idea of the size of populations. Off the coasts of North America and

> Australia, for example, biologists probing ridges and seamounts have 

found

> areas where trawls have uprooted communities of cold-water corals and

other

> bottom dwellers that are centuries old.

> Recent studies estimate that stocks of many fishes are now a tenth of 

what

> they were 50 years ago. As prized species have diminished, fleets 

have

gone

> further down the food chain, for smaller fish, more squid, even 

jellyfish

> and shrimplike krill.

> The story goes on to say that a host of scientists and organizations 

have

> recently sounded alarms and proposed solutions. Last summer, nations 

at an

> environmental summit in Johannesburg agreed to manage fisheries in a

> sustainable fashion by 2015.

> But long before then, ocean scientists and policy makers say, the

continuing

> fishing threatens to damage the ecological foundations of fisheries 

in

ways

> that may last for generations.

> In June, the Pew Oceans Commission < with a nonpartisan membership

including

> fishermen, scientists and elected officials < recommended "a serious

> rethinking of ocean law, informed by a new ocean ethic."

> This fall, a federal oceans commission, after three years of study, 

is to

> issue a comprehensive report recommending new policies
