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Fish Sticks

Are you the type of guy who likes the risk of eating fast food and likes to enlarge your carbon footprint while waiting for it to fly – the kind of guy who revels in the thrill of weaving through traffic while trying to scarf down a meal?  Stop. Pull over. Before you bite into that fish sandwich – the one you purchased mainly because you heard it was rich in artery-friendly Omega-3 fatty acids – and ask yourself two simple questions: What kind of fish is this? And how was it caught? In fact, do this with everything you consume, because there are few simple acts these days.

The flesh of your filet is white and bland, and, just as you suspected, it is abundant and cheap, as food must be to fill the volumes and price structure demanded in the land of fast food restaurants, where the seats are hard cartoonish characters abound. The fish is Pollock, Alaskan Pollock to be specific. It’s fish stick fish and the flesh used for imitation crab. It is the most widely consumed fish in the world.

Understandably, the Pollock fishery is commercial fishing on a grand scale. It’s prosecuted by a fleet of floating fish factories called trawlers. These huge crafts take over a million tons of Pollack out of the Bering Sea each year. To help you grapple with that figure, if the Pollock in a catch that size were laid end to end they would wrap around the earth more than 38 times.

A million tons of Pollock generates billions of dollars. And when there is that much cash at stake on the take, the politicking becomes intense as lobbyists work overtime. Conflicts of interest are rife as ecological concerns move to the back burner, or right off the stove.

Fishery manager buy in, or bow to pressure and become shills for industry. They continue to allow enormous quotas, despite dire warning of imminent collapse from fisheries scientists. And the whole scenario becomes grim reminiscent of the Atlantic cod collapse.
There are four stocks of Alaska Pollock.  Two had to be closed completely, while a third is just a fraction of its former size.

After five consecutive years of low juvenile survivorship, industry still continues to take huge numbers of pregnant females before they release their eggs with the inevitable result that the fish cannot reproduce and recover quickly as they are being fished. When you mismanage forage fish, like herring, smelt and Pollock, you play fast and loose with the entire marine ecosystem, and the distant ramification of your misdirected energies extend far inland.

The Pollock fishery is a dirty fishery. Ethically and morally, any fishery that has a bycatch should be illegal.

During the process of raking the seas, the Alaskan Pollock fishery intercepts chinook

salmon. Fat is fuel to salmon. These are Yukon River Chinook, the longest running in the world, plugged with fatty fuel as a consequence. The Alaskan First Nations of the enormous Yukon delta and the Canadian First Nations far upstream depend of those fish. The Pollock fishers practice catch and release. They catch approximately 130,000 chinook every year and throw them over the side dead, as they are required to do by law.
The Yukon is a transboundary river. The lower Yukon salmon fishery is certified by the Marine Stewardship Council. It must allow at least 40,000 chinook to escape into the Canadian portion of the river. It often allows twice that escapement while it takes a third of what the Pollock trawlers kill in their bycatch.

Pollock are vital to fur seals, whales, sea lions, in fact, they are a critical link in the food chain. The removal of that link could easily collapse the entire ecosystem. The Pollock have other problems, too. Scientists have noticed that Bering Sea is no longer the cornucopia it used to be. Late in the 1990’s vast area in the sea turned turquoise as a result of massive coccolithophores blooms.  Coccolithophores are a kind of plankton that thrive in nutrient deficient waters of tropical seas. Because they have microscopic shell, coccolithophores scatter light. In the Bering Sea the coccolithophores replaced the naturally occurring plankton and scattered light make it difficult for predators to find prey. Salmon runs declined. And abnormal number of whales washed up on Alaskan shores, and sea birds suffered large declines.

Whether the coccolithophore outbreak was a result of a natural oscillation or climate change drive by fossil fuel pollution is not clear, but by the time the destructive plankton blooms petered out in 2001, the species of the Bering Sea had taken a huge hit. Now go ahead and take a bit of that filet.
