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entugily man . . . found his way back to the sea . .. And yet he has returned to his mother
only an her awn terms, He cannot control or change the ocean as, in his brief tenancy on

th, he has subdued and plundered the continents.

—Rachel Carson, “The Sea Around Us,” 1951

i 20th century proved to be a time of unprecedented scientific discovery, with more

i#w insights gained about ourselves, the nature of the Earth and the universe beyond

han during all preceding human history. Fifty years ago many scoffed at the notions

hat continents move around, that oceans come and go and that life can exist in the

gepest sea. In the 1950s most people believed the ocean was so vast and so resilient

at there wasn't much humans could to do alter its nature. Half a century later, two

truths have emerged based on new knowledge about the sea. First, the ocean

fii the cornerstone of Earth's life support system and therefore is vital to human sur-

al and well-being. We have come to understand that the sea generates most of the

ygen in the atmosphere, absorbs huge quantities of carbon dioxide, governs our

imate and weather, regulates temperature, drives planetary chemistry, harbors most

the water and contains the greatest abundance and diversity of life on Earth. As the

achanges, so do the circumstances that shape the way our world works.

' The second great truth that emerged in the latter half of the 20th century was

tat humans do have the capacity to alter basic global processes. In fact, changes are

eurting 25 a consequence of what we are putting into the ocean and atmosphere and

mto the land, as well as what we are removing from the mantle of living systems on

land and in the sea that are vital to maintaining the planet as a place hospitable for

umankind. We learned the hard way that the ocean is not infinite in its capacity to

ecommodate what we put in or take out. Already, destruction of coastal and deepsea
bitats, the annual removal of millions of tons of ocean wildlife and the addition of

illions of tons of noxious wastes have set in motion processes that are not likely to

be in our best interests. In the 20th century, we learned more about the ocean than

during all preceding human history, but during the same time, we lost more,

. Those whao participated in the Defying Ocean's End Conference in Los Cabos, Mexico,

i May/June 2003 came with this knowledge as a starting point, and with a com-
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Defying Ocean's End took a broader view, deliberately looking for solutions that
could be implemented globally over broad areas involving a wide range of particips
the public and private sectors of local communities, states, nations and internatiof
institutions. Several reports issued just before the Conference highlighted the urg8
of the deliberations. Two Canadian scientists, Drs. Boris Worm and Ransom Meyé
published the results of their ten-year study of global fisheries data with the condd
sion that 90% of the big fish—tuna, swordfish, marlin, sharks, grouper, snapper &
others—have been extracted from the ocean in the past fifty years. New data on
bycatch revealed the destruction of more than 200,000 marine mammals, tens of
thousands of birds and turtles and more than 20 million tons of animals kill=d ang
discarded in industrial fishing operations every year. Anot her report cited a dram
increase in the number of “dead zones” in coastal waters, created by unnaturally
levels of nitrates and phosphates flowing down rivers from fields, lawns and f

studies have documented dramatic declines in coral reefs, seagrass meadows, kelg
stands, mangrove forests and other vital systems known to have thrived halfac
agp. Special concern was raised at DOE about the swift destruction of seamount
tats and their associated ocean wildlife by bottom-trawl fishing, coincident with
that seamounts may be likened to the Galapagos Islands on a grand scale, with eadl
rocky, underwater "island” hosting high biodiversity and high levels of species foul
nO':‘.-'hl'-_'ri—" l']!—.l' an Farlh.

There was also good news. The high, hidden costs of industrial fishing have ng
gone unnoticed and a fundamental change in thinking about commercial fishing®
underway, starting with a recognition that fish and other marine life are not coni
ties, they are wild animals. Fishing involves hunting and capturing, not cultivati
harvesting. Some policy and regulatory revisions for commercial fishing are begin
with a growing focus on “sustainable use” of living marine populations within naté
Exclusive Economic Zones and in the 60% of the ocean called high seas that lacks
coherent governance, Commitment to research, education and new technologies8
improve access to the ocean depths are gradually improving in some countries, ing
ing Australia, China, Japan, France and the United States.

The mood of participants at the Defying Ocean’s End Conference was electric. I8
was driven in some measure by a sense of urgency, but also by a conviction thatis
not too late to do something about protecting ocean health and restoring some g
damnage. Ten percent of the big fish are still out there in the ocean; they’re not allg
vet. Half of the coral reefs are still in good shape. Despite pollution issues, muchi§
the ocean is still healthy and resilient. A strong sense of hope prevailed that actiag
could be taken in time to avoid further loss of marine species and irreplaceable of
ecosystemns, and resources could be raised and mechanisms identified to achieve
desired, successful outcomes.

Whether we act on what we know or allow the present opportunities for cong
action to slip away, the next decade may prove to be the most significant for ores
conservation—and for the future of humankind—in the next thousand years.
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