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I emphasize the word ‘humans’ because in most definitions of conservation and

sustainability, it is omitted so as to not make it look too anthropocentric (human-

centred). Yet, conservation and sustainability in practise is almost always

anthropocentric. It looks at how the clearing of forests and extinction of species

can reduce the quality of life of humans and pose a threat to human survival. But

with time, these human-centred ideas are finally starting to get abandoned for

concepts which look at how the individuals of various species under threat get

benefited from conservation action. This is termed as ‘compassionate

conservation’ (Bekoff, 2013; Kopnina, 2017) with approaches like biocentrism

(Baard, forthcoming in 'Environmental Values' -

http://www.whpress.co.uk/EV/papers/1811-Baard.pdf) at its core. Lets see

how it looks like when this concept is applied to the issue of ghost-gear or gear-

nets, the fishing gear (usually nets) lost or abandoned or lost at the seas or inland

waters.

Much of the suggestions listed to combat the issue of ghost-gear are often reducetarian or

participatory in approach - ‘reduce consumption of fish’, ‘participate in beach cleaning drives’

etc. But, what if I told you that the biggest step to combat ghost-gear is to not participate?

Sounds strange? Well, it isn’t. Because I am talking about non-participation in a specific action

- that of buying and consuming animals from marine/inland waters. - the origin point from

which the problem starts.

Nets are used for catching animals from the waters and the use of these nets are almost always

for catching them for consumption by cash-paying consumers. The demand supports the

supply. Once there is no demand, there would not be any supply (as there would be no market

for it). When we know for a fact that any consumption will inevitably contribute towards more

ghost-gear in the oceans or other water-bodies, why take part in this action in the first place?

This means that any consumer of ‘seafood’ who has access to other sustainable sources of

nutrition should stop consuming the former. Although it sounds like a no-brainer, it is

fascinating that no major environmental organizations advocate for this. The reason is obvious.

These organizations will receive flak from the people who are made uncomfortable with this

fact, taste being a primary reason for this uncomfort.

When asked to reduce an action which gives one pleasure (palate pleasure in this case), environmentally-conscious people are not so reluctant, when that pleasure comes at a cost to

the environment and its inhabitants. But to completely stop is a different ball game altogether, which even some of the hardcore environmentalists are uneasy with. But what about the

environmentally unconcerned people? A research on public opinion about ‘seafood’ among consumers in Germany, UK and Spain revealed that close to half of the respondents (48%)

agreed to the statement “consumer tastes will always come before environmental concerns” (with 15% agreeing strongly with this). This mindset is reflected in the behavioural pattern

too. In Europe, over forty years, there has been a increase of about 8 Kg per capita in the consumption of ‘seafood’. (Choices Alliance, 2007). Sure, there are certain communities

which cannot survive without fish consumption, but this is not the case for most middle and upper class individuals (usually the ones involved in conservation issues) for whom there

is an abundance of alternate sustainable plant-based options. The lesser the number of people consuming fish, lesser the number of ghost-gear. Consider a scenario where a hundred

turtle hatchlings are stuck in a net. Would it make sense to cut off and release 50 of them and let the rest suffocate and die? Surely it would make ethical sense to rescue all of them.

While its not a perfect analogy, it’s a way of visualizing the two scenarios - the one of reduction of ‘seafood’ consumption (kill 50 hatchlings) and no ‘seafood’ consumption (kill zero

hatchlings). The practise of eating some animals captured from the waters, and feeling compassionate for the ones dying in ghost-gear is fundamentally hypocritical, which can be

explained by the concept of speciesism - a belief system in which some animals are given more preference over others based on arbitrary traits applied inconsistently over the animal

kingdom.

Discards - captured marine life thrown overboard if they have low/no market value or exceeds quota - alone accounts for about 10,000,000,000 (10 billion) kilograms in weight,

every year (Zeller, 2017). A lot many of them don’t survive after being discarded. So ghost-gear is not the only way of how non-targeted animals lose their lives in the fisheries. The

process starts as soon as nets are deployed, and it can all be traced back to the consumers funding it. There is this romanticized idea that there is enough fish in the ocean to feed

everyone in a ‘sustainable’ manner. But this is far from true. Some estimates put collapse of all fisheries within the next few decades (see Worm et al, 2006; for criticism, read Daan et

al, 2011). This may become true given the rate at which human population is exploding, with a simultaneous shift to meat-based diets in most populous developing countries like

India and China (Bonhommeau et al, 2013). For those uncomfortable with the idea of leaving behind fish, there is a sustainable and more ethical solution for this - cultured meat

(Post, 2012). It has very little impact on the environment compared to the fisheries, including the elimination of nets which end up chocking up the marine and freshwater lifeforms.

The startup ‘Finless Foods’ is currently trying to produce commercially viable ‘seafood’ meat in the labs and intends to make it available in the market soon.


