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Red Herrings Among Red Coral
With no species in the family Coralliidae being endangered, claims that it is under threat amount to just another “red herring”.  Red coral is not listed on the IUCN Red List and fails to meet the listing criteria of CITES Appendix II.  

Proponents of listing proposal 21 have also failed to demonstrate that its imagined demise is a result of international trade.  In the Mediterranean and the Pacific, red corals have been harvested for thousands of years, and through the appropriate application of local conservation measures and selective harvesting methods, there is no reason that its existence cannot continue unimpeded.   

Operating under tight regulations of local fisheries management authorities and through bilateral trade agreements, stocks are still very common in their range.  This is particularly the case in deeper waters where scuba divers cannot harvest corals at all.   

A listing on CITES Appendix II should be rejected for a number of reasons:      

1. Red coral is not threatened with extinction

2. The species is being harvested selectively

3. The biological criteria of Resolution Conf 9.24 (Rev Cop14) are not met

4. No over-harvesting or over-exploitation is taking place

5. The FAO has recommended that the proposal be rejected

6. Robust management measures are in place

7. Harvests are managed by a regional fisheries management organisation

8. A CITES listing would be almost impossible to implement properly

9. Systematic advances in existing management measures provide the best way to secure long term species conservation

10. The livelihoods of thousands of people are at risk if red coral is listed at CITES

CITES is commonly regarded as a conservation instrument of last resort.  In most instances, the protection of species is best managed scientifically by national authorities, with the cooperation of harvesters and communities.   Like the polar bear proposal that was rejected by COP15 last week, the red coral proposal does not meet any of the basic requirements for a listing and would impose irrevocable harm on traditional harvesting communities.  

EU Ponders its Bloc Vote

Speculation is rife in Doha about the motives and consequences of votes in favor Monaco’s Atlantic Bluefin Tuna proposal cast by the United Kingdom and one other European Union nation, as revealed in a BBC report on Thursday.  The EU is bound to common positions at CITES and crafted its own adaptation of the original proposal, which fell by 72 votes to 43 with 14 abstentions.  
That left EU members states with an obligation to abstain in the Monaco vote, which all the other EU nations duly did, resulting in a 68 to 20 vote with 30 abstentions.  The BBC wrote that, “some - including the UK - did support the motion, BBC News has learned - a move that potentially risks sanctions from the European Commission.”  Why, some are asking, did the UK and the other nation break the pact, especially when they must have known the proposal would be defeated and that such a protest ultimately would achieve nothing?  
Now there is talk that the EU could remove its support for other proposals and abstain instead, in order to maintain European unity.  The alternative could be that other EU members will feel free to abandon the common positions already established, following the tuna vote precedent.  
Meanwhile, animal rights group SeaWeb, which is the primary behind-the-scenes lobbyist against trade in Red Corals (Proposal 21) may have irked other EU members when it speculated on its conference blog that France, Italy, Spain (the current holder of the EU Presidency) and Greece voted incorrectly in the Monaco vote.  
SeaWeb wrote:  “There are 27 EU Member States. And let's remember that the USA and Norway also said they would support. So I'm thinking Club Med (France, Italy Spain, Greece, etc - just speculating, mind you) tucked tail and ran the other way once Iceland proposed a secret ballot. This is actually going against the EU line which is frowned upon and/or possibly illegal.”  
(See http://seawebvoicesinaction.blogspot.com/2010/03/what-heck-eu-and-japan-definitely.html)
Let’s just say that it will be interesting to see how the EU resolves its voting issues.  

Shark Attack

Since it began to list aquatic species in its appendices, CITES has had to deal with the reality that it was not created with fisheries in mind.  It has therefore been forced to establish a separate listing criteria, which satisfies the Food and Agriculture Organization, the United Nations body responsible for international fisheries management issues.  

This compromise is on show again in Doha with proposals to list various sharks on Appendix II and all the evidence suggests that it is not working effectively.  While some Parties may argue that many aquatic species do meet the new listing criteria, this alone is not sufficient reason to place them onto CITES Appendices.  In the case of the Atlantic Bluefin Tuna, for example, CITES Parties overwhelmingly chose on Thursday to leave the issue with ICATT, the regional management body.  

The fundamental problem Parties are wrestling with is that commercially exploited aquatic resources are very different from the traditional flora and fauna that CITES regulates.   This makes any listing highly subjective.  While some areas around the world have seen significant declines in regional shark populations, for example, no shark species is threatened with extinction or likely to become threatened by current commercial or recreational fishing practices.  Stock assessments and decline rates are difficult to estimate and often get exaggerated by animal rights lobbyists for effect.  The fact that the proposers wish to delay implementation of the proposed shark listings until technical and administrative issues have been resolved simply underlines the difficulty CITES has in dealing with aquatic species.   

Once again, the issue is whether these shark listings would actually produce any tangible benefits.  Increasingly, it seems that depletion of stocks in one part of the world is used to justify global restrictions that inevitably harm artisans in many different countries. The Spiny Dogfish (Proposal 18) is a classic example.   In reality, CITES listings will have little impact on the species being considered because international trade is not a primary cause of regional declines and the organization is not equipped to deal with overall species management issues.  

520 million people, or around 8 per cent of the world’s population, are dependent on traditional fisheries and aquaculture and the associated processing, marketing and servicing industries.  Many of the world’s fishermen are small-scale artisans, catching fish in coastal waters.  While producing little by way of conservation benefits, the proposed listings could have a devastating economic impact on some of these fishermen because of the burdensome administrative processes and control mechanisms it would impose.     

The most significant challenge for international fisheries institutions is to manage fish stocks at consistent levels so that low cost food can be obtained by consumers around the world.  Conserving fish stocks is primarily a production issue, not a preservation or ethical issue.   Unless there are exceptional circumstances, CITES should not be listing aquatic species.  

Taken for a Spin

Satish Kanady may not yet have a Pullitzer Prize but the Doha Peninsula newspaper journalist got it right when writing in Friday’s edition that the overwhelming CITES vote against an Appendix I listing for Atlantic Bluefin Tuna went “contrary to speculation in the international media”.  
These days, of course, much of what is written in print about wildlife conservation comes from briefings given by animal rights lobbyists or their sympathizers.  No wonder then, with all that they have been willing to write about oceans dying and no fish being left in the seas, that journalists were counting on a vote in favor of an Atlantic Bluefin Tuna listing.  
What many of them missed were the details.  Some were too busy casting Asian countries as villains over the tuna issue to recognize the weakness of the proposal.  Of course, it is a similar template with elephants, sharks, tigers, etc.  Sooner or later western journalists will recognize that home grown sanctimony can only stretch so far.  Many Parties in Doha were troubled that the Atlantic Bluefin Tuna trade would go on within the European Union even with a listing, while ICATT, the regional fisheries body would become impotent, leaving the species worse off than ever. 
The outright rejection of the CITES vote on the Atlantic Bluefin Tuna on Appendix I shows a growing resolution on the part of developing countries and nations to stand up and be counted when it comes to the sustainable use of their resources - and securing their future livelihoods.  And within the balanced debate of such matters, this is where the real story lies. 
Wildlife conservation is highly complex.  It is not just a case of ban equals good, trade equals bad.  Everybody at Doha, whichever side they are on in a debate, genuinely wants species to survive.  The question is how.  The sooner the media recognizes that the animal rights lobby is a lobby and not the font of all wisdom and compassion that is too often their characterization, the more accurate the reporting will be.  Journalists, after all, are taught to check out what their mothers say.  Are the tales of wildlife lobbyists beyond question?  
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