
Why do some bogus stories never die?  All fish stocks collapsed by 2048. 

Ray Hilborn 

In 2006 a sensational paper was published in Science projecting that if current trends continue all 
commercial fish stocks would be collapsed by 2048 (Worm et al. 2006).  The paper received 
front page coverage in the New York Times and the Washington Post, and was featured on the 
BBC Evening News.  

 

This perspective on the future of fisheries was strikingly different from my perspective, and 
indeed many others and the lead author of the paper, Boris Worm, and I organized a project 
funded through the National Center for Ecological Analysis and Synthesis, to understand both 
why we had different perspectives, and to find common ground in understanding the status of 
fish stock. 

We discovered that the difference in perspective had much to do with how you determined fish 
stock status.  The 2006 paper has used trends in catch, whereas I and most people working in 
fisheries management use trends in abundance.  We found that in many places catch was going 
down, while abundance was going up.  If you only look at catch you think those stocks are in 
trouble. 



In 2009 our study group published a joint paper in Science entitled “Rebuilding Global 
Fisheries” that showed a complex picture of some stocks increasing, some decreasing, but 
certainly no downward trend.  Since that time Boris Worm and I have generally told the same 
story about the status of fish stocks – that is it depends primarily where you are.  Many countries,  
notably the U.S., Canada,  Norway, Iceland, New Zealand and Australia have largely stopped 
overfishing and in general their stocks are not only healthy but many are increasing.  In 2009 the 
European Union was still overfishing in quite a few places, but in the last 6 years that too has 
largely stopped and their stocks are also rebuilding. 

A limitation of the 2009 study was that we only had abundance data from countries that 
conducted scientific stock assessments – with almost no data from most of Africa, and Asia.   

Our study was criticized by the Sea Around Us Project staff (some of whom were in our study 
group and co-authors on the 2009 paper) because the places where we had data were the best 
managed fisheries in the world.  At one level this is true,  the countries that do stock assessments 
are also the countries that tend to manage their fisheries.  However,  these are also the same 
countries that had been overfishing the most in the 1980s and 1990s whereas large industrial 
fisheries in Asia are typically more recent.  If you use the trends in catch data,  as was done for 
the 2006 paper, or commonly done by the Sea Around Us Project(see Pauly 2007),  the Asian 
countries look like the best managed countries in the world because their catches are still rising. 

Regardless of what is going on in Asia,  the fact is that most large stocks in developed countries, 
and most large stocks in Peru, Chile, Argentina and South Africa are well managed and not 
going to disappear by mid century.   

Yet the story that all fish will disappear does not seem to die.   

I see two reasons.  Either the authors know little about fisheries and certainly don’t read the 
scientific literature, or they care little about facts. 

In either case these people should be repeatedly rebuffed, their errors pointed out and their 
credibility disregarded.. 
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