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It’s About Power Over People

As expected, the 62nd annual meeting of the International Whaling Commission proceeded amid all kinds of allegations by some governments and NGOs about the cultural preferences of whale consuming countries.  Although there has been an admirable attempt by the Chair to find threads of common agreement, consensus was not achieved.  The proposal was meant to bring the IWC together in a common spirit of cooperation to save the organization, and to promote the science-based conservation of cetaceans.  It was intended to promote a spirit of give and take, with the intent that both “sides” should feel that they had been dealt with fairly, and that neither side would “lose” significantly.  

The issue is not really about whales, the manner in which they are taken, or their relative abundance.  The issue is about power.  Some players in this game have strong cultural preferences to deny others any right to take certain marine resources.  It doesn’t really matter whether “the others” are indigenous people, members of developing countries, or citizens of developed nations who wish to use whales as a continuing cultural tradition.

When the resources are whales, the green icon of the last century, some national identities are tied into public opposition to their use and an ability to prevent harvests. Other nations’ citizens and leaders wonder why the IWC, historically crafted to accomplish the scientifically proven sustainable use of whales by and for people, is now under siege to the extent that no progress can be made towards the goal of ensuring such wise use.  Those who would distribute whale products through a simple local market system are told that such a market system is inherently evil, and that no one advocating it or participating in it can be trusted not to cheat.  This is difficult for coastal people to understand because they have always used the whale resource, and in doing so, need to cover the costs of production and the livelihood of the producers.   The stocks and species are abundant, and would not be adversely impacted by the mere fact of market distribution.  No one proposes to use genuinely endangered species.

The proposed consensus document included sufficient high-technology oversight as well as international, human monitoring of the take to ensure that the resource is not over-exploited.  And yet, this is not “good enough” for those opposed because their image as good people depends on being able to prevent “those others” from utilizing this icon of the planet, which they claim is “everyone’s whale” and must not be appropriated for mere subsistence by anyone.  “Let them eat tofu”. 

The story of this week is one of power to deny human rights for no reason other than to demonstrate that power.  This is not the way international conservation organizations are supposed to operate, in a world where nations organize in many institutions to ensure that human rights are valued, respected, and honored through mutual actions that involve negotiation and compromises.  In reality, there should be no need to “modernize” the IWC.  There is a tremendous human need to ensure that this noble institution fulfills its original goals of ensuring the science-based conservation of whales concurrent with the interests of those who wish to engage in the whaling industry. 

GOOOOOOOAL!!!

As delegates have been talking solemnly in Agadir about the need for consensus, while disagreeing on major issues, the real action has been taking place in South Africa where whale consuming countries and anti-whaling nations have been competing against each other in the World Cup. 
Three of the four whale consuming nations in South Africa have progressed to the “final sixteen” – Japan, the Republic of Korea and, er, the United States, which, consistent with its stance on whaling and IWC group affiliation, is regarded as a non-soccer nation while actually competing in tournaments.  Denmark was thwarted by the EU, in the form of the Netherlands, and failed to achieve the required points quota.  
In line with its desire for consensus, New Zealand drew all of its games but went home empty handed.  And was it just me or were the Socceroos really the most argumentative team?  

The EU scored some successes, with the exceptions of Italy and France – which is rumored to have used “A Short History of the IWC” as part of its pre-tournament coaching preparations.  But as with the IWC, EU nations now find themselves pitted against each other in the knock-out stages and could end up with nothing.  At the World Cup they cannot agree to abstain en masse.  
Buenos Aires Group members have provided no sanctuary for their opponents, with Brazil and Argentina producing the tournament’s most consistently dominating displays.  Who can stop their march towards the final game?  
Of course, those IWC member states not competing in South Africa all have their favored teams too.  Why were the animal rights NGOs so angry about the private meeting sessions on Monday and Tuesday?  Did they not realize that this was merely code for television, er, (whale) watching… discussions? 
Anti-whaling nations look set to dominate the final stages of the World Cup but the IWC sideshow ends with the ultimate goal of consensus not reached.  Points have been scored but the reform process has ended in a failure – which some naturally regard to be a success.  As soccer players rue missed chances to score, so most delegates in Morocco will be lamenting this missed opportunity for international whale management.  
It is tempting to wonder what this organization will look like at the time of the next World Cup.  It could be a very different organization by then, if it exists in any meaningful way at all.  
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