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CONAPESCA Director: Aquaculture must be recognized, or its
development will be slowed

Farmers harvest a tilapia pond in Malaysia.

Aquaculture is the fastest-growing food-producing sector in the world. During the past year, aquaculture provided
more than half of the seafood utilized for human consumption worldwide, and is currently one of the global
strategies that will assure food security for the more than 9 billion people that will inhabit our planet by 2050. To
meet the food demands of a growing human population, aquaculture production needs to increase by more than 46
million metric tons (MMT) in the next 15 years, a very significant gap. Projections indicate that aquaculture
production will grow from around 47 MMT in 2006 to over 93 MMT by 2030. In the same period, the production
from capture fisheries is projected to decline from around 64 MMT to some 58 MMT. Despite these impressive
facts and expectations, the aquaculture industry is still considered by many to still be fisheries’ little sister.

Fishing is one of the noblest activities in the world, one that provides honest work and food to many people around
the globe. Fisheries employ around 39.4 million people worldwide, more than double the number of those that
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make a living in the aquaculture industry (18.9 million), and together through their entire value chains, both
industries provide a way of living to more than 200 million people globally.

As an aquaculture expert, in recent years I have had the opportunity to share many experiences with small scale and
industrial fishermen. I have been able to feel their concern about climate fluctuations and how everything is
changing for them. They are right, as their activities are extremely vulnerable and often the least to be considered.

There is also something else that is harsh but true: The wild-capture fisheries industry is not going to increase its
production volume anymore. Many natural stocks have been for years and continue to be exploited at or close to
their maximum level, while a significant number of aquatic species populations are being overexploited. Some
environmental groups have found an easy target and continuously push to reduce fishing areas and restrict fishing
gear and technology, sometimes with some justification, other times without any.

Opyster farming lines in Tasmania, Australia.

Dynamic industries with shared objectives

I find it very interesting that two activities with so different dynamics can be managed together. The fisheries
industry generally wants to maintain the status quo, while the aquaculture industry wants change. Fisheries want to
maintain their production at their actual levels, but aquaculture wants to grow its yields as much as possible.
Fisheries are the last major hunting activity remaining, while aquaculture is the last livestock activity yet to be
industrialized. But one thing is for sure: Both industries will endure and both will continue producing the best
quality protein available in the world.

We need to include in our planning the creation of well-remunerated jobs that will encourage progress,
that will increase the standard of living and where fisheries and aquaculture activities of any type and
size harmonize and support each other.

The perception of many people is that aquaculture development is being hindered by fisheries, especially when
both activities have to share common public budgets. In general, budgets are more assigned towards fisheries as
this appears to involve more people, and because in the past fisheries represented a much higher volume and value
than aquaculture. In many places, resource allocation at various involved agencies is shifting slowly, but it is a fact
that although today things have changed and aquaculture increasingly produces the largest volume and the highest
value, it is still considered a small branch of fisheries. This perception could not be more mistaken.
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Farmed or wild-caught? Hundreds of thousands of
tons of various mussel species are farmed and
caught in the wild around the world, and share
common markets in many countries.

Aquaculture needs to be recognized, or its development is going to be much slower than possible. There is still a
significant need to improve research and training. Many species still need to be evaluated for their aquaculture
potential, and many production technologies still need to be perfected; aquaculture is a couple of centuries behind
compared to other livestock sciences.

The first and utmost step is to increase its funding and spread the word. People need to understand that the future is
“full of aquaculture.” That aquaculture is not just producing fish; it is producing the feed for the fish, and producing
the feed for all livestock! Plant and algae aquaculture is where a significant portion of the real food security is
based. Aquaculture today is just the tip of the iceberg; it is just a small proportion of what it is going to be in the
future. The rate of change will be defined by the amount of resources that are destined to support the activity. The
problem in many cases is that the people in charge of regulation and management are so involved with fisheries
problems that they just cannot see it. So if you ask me if aquaculture and fisheries should be managed by the same
people, I will reply that it will depend on how much those people are interested in change. Because aquaculture is
change.

Advantages and differences

Aquaculture has many advantages compared to fisheries regarding global markets. Aquaculture can produce more,
steady, predictable amounts of products, with desirable sizes and quality. It is affected by diseases, but outbreaks
will be more sporadic as a better understanding of carrying capacities and aquatic health management is gained.
Seafood processors (and markets) look at aquaculture more and more, as it allows them to increase the
standardization of their production processes and also increase mechanization. Aquaculture makes processing and
marketing more reliable and easier to industrialize in general. Although there are some fisheries species that
because of their large numbers can also offer similar attributes, they can often fail; for example, the recent
extremely low production of sardines in the Eastern Pacific region.
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About 400 tons of jack mackerel (Trachurus
murphyi) caught by a Chilean purse seiner. Photo by
C. Ortiz Rojas. Photo courtesy of National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration/Department of
Commerce.

Fisheries will always have the magic of “the catch of the day.” Many people, including myself, are always curious
about what was caught that day and brought to the local market, and what may be served for dinner. Aquaculture
and some wild-caught fisheries species will continue producing significant amounts of seafood that will be widely
distributed around the globe, while artisanal fishermen will continue to focus on the local markets, finding ways to
make their products more appealing to the local household that wants something ready to cook and serve, including
novel and value-added products.

Artisanal fisheries have the biggest challenge of the entire sub-sector. They are the most vulnerable, produce
relatively low volumes and non-standardized products, and have limited to no lobbying power at the regional and
national levels. For decades there have been unsuccessful attempts to transform these fishermen into aquaculturists,
and most of these efforts have not succeeded. We must think in the long run and focus on and support the next
generation, which will likely see aquaculture in a different light and as the key to progress.

The same, but different

The reality is that aquaculture and fisheries must co-exist, continue to share dialogue and be mutually supportive,
as both activities interact in so many ways and cannot avoid each other. They share spaces, resources, technologies,
markets and people. I have expressed on many occasions the need for Integral Management Plans, where fisheries
and aquaculture are considered at the same level as well as all other activities and stakeholders. We need to include
in our planning the creation of well-remunerated jobs that will encourage progress, that will increase the standard
of living and where fisheries and aquaculture activities of any type and size harmonize and support each other. As a
great Thai friend used to tell me: “After all, we are the same, but different.”

Now that you've finished reading the article ...

... we hope you’ll consider supporting our mission to document the evolution of the global aquaculture industry
and share our vast network of contributors’ expansive knowledge every week.

By becoming a Global Seafood Alliance member, you’re ensuring that all of the pre-competitive work we do
through member benefits, resources and events can continue. Individual membership costs just $50 a year.

Not a GSA member? Join us.
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Images: Small-scale aquaculture emerging in Africa

A study by University of Southampton Ph.D. candidate Alison Sky Simmance aims to investigate the role of small
scale aquaculture in Malawi, a country where the demand for farmed fish is becoming more urgent in light of
declining capture fisheries and high dependency on fish a vital source of animal protein.

Intelligence
Boston brainstorm: Getting consumers to embrace aquaculture

In a discussion format somewhat unique to the bustling halls of Seafood Expo North America, aquaculture backers
lamented the lackluster U.S. consumer acceptance for farmed fish.

Responsibility

Can sustainable mariculture match agriculture’s output?

Global, sustainable mariculture production, developed on a massive, sustainable scale and using just a small
fraction of the world’s oceanic areas, could eventually match the output of land-based agriculture production. Scale
and international law considerations require the involvement of many stakeholders, including national governments
and international organizations.
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A motive, and a market, for farmed fish in Mexico

Boasting ample areas for aquaculture and a robust domestic demand for seafood — not to mention its close
proximity to the U.S. market — a land of opportunity lies in Mexico. Fish farming is primed to meet its potential
south of the border.

About The Advocate

The Responsible Seafood Advocate supports the Global Seafood Alliance’s (GSA) mission to advance responsible
seafood practices through education, advocacy and third-party assurances.
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