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Fear for fish

Of all the protein we eat in the UK, 20% comes from fish, which makes it a very important source of food for people. But as we eat more fish many of the world’s oceans are in crisis as fish stocks drop to dangerous levels. 

Industrial fishing
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Modern fishing fleets are like factories on water that can process enormous quantities of fish. In the Antarctic, krill are caught in fine nets while toothfish are caught on many hooks attached to a longline. They are then processed and frozen immediately on board. As well as toothfish, the longlines catch skates, rays and other species, as well as seabirds such as albatross and petrels.

Fishing to extinction

Some of the world’s fishing grounds like the North Atlantic are already in real trouble. Here, numbers of cod are at their lowest for twenty years even though fish (often cod) and chips remains one of the UK’s most popular dishes. In recent years, more fishing boats have headed south to Antarctica. Antarctic waters may be the most regulated in the world, but as no-one owns the continent it is difficult to keep an eye on unlicensed fishing. 

Pirates fish in the Southern Ocean, seriously threatening Antarctica’s fish stocks. The Patagonian toothfish is a particularly prized catch – fishermen can sell these fish for £10 a kilo, which is a lot when just one can weigh over 100 kilos! Some say that pirate fishermen can even make more money than drug traffickers.
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Antarctic ice fish

A global trade

A few Patagonian toothfish end up in British fishmongers, supermarkets and restaurants, sometimes labelled as ‘Antarctic Sea Bass’. Consumers are often unaware of where they have come from and the dangers they face. 
21st Century Pirates 

In parts of Antarctica, it has been estimated that up to 90% of the Patagonian toothfish caught may have been fished by pirate boats. If this continues, the species may come under serious threat in the next few years. Seabirds (including the albatross) are another victim. They drown as they get caught on hooks as they dive to catch the fishermen’s bait. Unlicensed fishing in Antarctica could be killing up to 100,000 seabirds each year.
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The wandering albatross is especially at risk

World aware

Efforts are being made to improve the management of Antarctic fishing. In 2000, a catch documentation scheme was introduced for toothfish, to help participating countries make sure only licensed catches are being sold. New technology is also helping, such as special weighted fishing lines which sink too fast for birds to catch. Surveillance is carried out when possible and ships from Australia, France, South Africa and the UK have all helped to catch pirate fishing boats. For the licensed fishers, catch limits are set low as a precaution, while more information about fish stocks and their ecosystem is collected. Non-governmental agencies also play an important role in raising awareness about fishing issues and influencing both governments and industry.
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