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Broken

National regulators set rules on anything from factory pollution limits to financial practices.  Imagine if, instead of defining these limits through a scientific process, a regulator imposed a complete open-ended ban on all the activity that it oversaw.   Perhaps this would be a prohibition on all industrial emissions.  Perhaps banking would be made illegal.  

This is precisely what has happened with international whaling.  Since 1985/86, zero quotas have applied to all commercial whaling regulated by the IWC, despite the clear abundance of species like the minke.  

In voting for prohibition, the IWC turkey voted for Thanksgiving.  A regulator with nothing to regulate can’t survive indefinitely.  

Delegates can murmur about the need to search for solutions but the final chance for reform died last year in Agadir.  The feathers have been plucked and the oven beckons.  

The real question is what useful purpose the IWC now serves.     

Clearly, global whale populations are not being managed by the aboriginal subsistence quotas, which are the only quotas that the IWC sets.  These apply to only a fraction of the whales that exist across the oceans.   As an institution, the IWC has no measurable impact on whale populations.  It is impotent.  

Worse, this limited practice is also being unjustifiably squeezed by fervid prohibitionists.  Unsurprisingly, there have already been moves in the United States and Greenland to shift the awarding of quotas to other national or multinational forms of regulation.   

Conservation of whales will happen – and does happen – absent the IWC.  If there were no aboriginal subsistence quotas, does anyone seriously believe that the United States, Russia and Greenland would hunt whales at levels that would put stocks at risk?  Of course not.  Ahabism doesn’t exist outside of the imaginations of animal rightists.    

The demand for whale products in the world is so limited (as animal rights groups keep telling us) that there is little realistic possibility that hunting could push species to precarious levels in the foreseeable future.  

So the hard fact is that the IWC has no significant impact on whale stocks or whale conservation.  

The IWC could exercise greater relevance over whaling as a whole if it encouraged limited trade in whale products.  But prohibitionists are desperately trying to stifle the nascent exports of whale products from Iceland.     

So it is clear that nothing of any substance can be achieved in Jersey.  The IWC has reduced itself to a talking shop that gathers once a year.  A national regulator that behaved in this manner would have been disbanded long before now.  

Measures of Decline

Jersey’s funereal meeting room is an appropriate setting for the first annual gathering since reform talks ran aground in Agadir.  Agadir is where the IWC formally became the regulator that wouldn’t regulate.  Now, the black walls and ceiling in Jersey seem to taunt us, just as they envelope us with their message of decline. 

In some ways this is “post-Agadir 1”, rather than IWC 63. The meeting is full of uncertainties about the future of the organization.  Can consensus decision-making hold when the reform process has evaporated?  

Post-Agadir 1 is already notable for the changes this new era has brought.  There are fewer delegates, fewer NGOs and fewer journalists.  Selecting a Chair and Vice Chair has proved exceedingly difficult.  

Some delegates have been disbarred by visa problems.  Others no longer detect the imperative that their attendance once demanded.  Moves are even afoot to make it more difficult for island nations to attend future meetings.  

The NGO information tabletops, once overrun by press releases and newsletters, are home to a handful of turgid statements and a WWF information packet.  Even the meeting microphones are failing.  

None of this should be a surprise.  Year after year, laptop-environmentalists have taken to the drums and repeated the false claim that the impending annual meeting would decide the future of whales.  Gradually, journalists have picked up on the fact that little actually happens at the IWC plenary that impacts whale populations and their conservation.  

Whales were saved long ago by economic factors.  Today, with demand for their products limited, their populations are as safe from man-induced threats as just about any other wild animal species.  

Assertions that they face more threats than ever before are simply ludicrous, even if they are also lucrative.  

It is impossible to observe IWC meetings without concluding that a simple task is being made unnecessarily complex.  Regulating hunting should be straight forward.  

The measures of the IWC’s decline are all around us.  But, happily, whales are in the ascendancy.  
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