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Eco-Theater Watch

Red flags wave whenever lobbyists talk in terms of the economic value of a project or activity.  Whether it is an industrialist selling the economic benefits of his new smelter or an environmentalist selling the merits of whale watching, the economic returns are always distorted and exaggerated. 

The International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW) and the World Society for the Protection of Animals (WSPA) claim to have identified a recent and extraordinary growth in the whale watching industry and they presented their findings at a joint press event on Tuesday, with Australian Minister Peter Garrett.  

Praise of whale watching was expressed by many anti-whaling nations at the plenary session on Wednesday.  

According to IFAW, in the past year more than 13 million people worldwide signed up with more than 3,300 tour operators to board boats and watch whales.  Apparently, increasing numbers of the general public are attracted to the opportunity to view whales, thus aiding economic development in many nations.  

In reality, whale watching is not an occupation that offers unlimited potential for growth.  If it were, we would all be using the information so generously provided by IFAW and WSPA to make lucrative investments in whale watching boat operations.  So would they.  

The more harsh economic reality is that whale watching requires a significant upfront capital investment and is vulnerable to fluctuating operating costs.  There are also seasonal and geographical factors to juggle, which is why whale watching sometimes exists as a side business for fishermen.  Not surprisingly, whale watching operators do go bust.  

Central to IFAW’s paper is the claim that direct expenditure on whale watching amounted to $870 million in 2008, with a further $1.2 billion more of indirect expenditure.  Whale watching does provide economic value but these figures are clearly open to interpretation. 

According to IFAW, whale watching has expanded quickly in certain regions over the last ten years, although globally it has done so more slowly than tourism as a whole.  But any regional growth in whale watching is also open to doubt.  Commissioner Jeannine Compton, told the plenary on Wednesday that the statistics relating to St. Lucia are completely incorrect.  

There is a further reason to doubt the reliability of the input data.  Whereas a smelter operator at least will be open about the object of his lobbying when he talks about economic value, environmentalists are not actually lobbying for whale watching.  The promotion of whale watching is a means to an end, with the object, of course, being to undermine whale hunting by presenting the leisure pursuits as an economic alternative.  This means that a careless approach to gathering the input data will have the same advocacy impact as a thorough one.  

What the NGOs miss with this element of their anti-whaling campaign is that the two activities are not mutually exclusive.  As Norway told the plenary meeting, hunting and whale watching can co-exist.  So even the inflated benefits of whale watching do not make IFAW’s case.  

One delegate even observed that with all this whale watching going on there must be plenty of whales in the oceans.  

At the press conference, IFAW stated that “governments take their positions from their citizens”.  It’s a good thing they don’t always take them from environmentalists. 
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Anti-Whaling Groups Discover Consumer Advocacy

More red flags wave when animal rights activists profess a concern for the welfare of meat consumers.  Are they really being so broad-minded as to care for the health of the very people they are riling against?  Do they have a soft spot for consumer advocacy?  

BlueVoice, an environmentalist group not previously known for its expertise in epidemiology, is warning delegates that consumers eating pilot whale meat face increased risks of Parkinson’s disease and heart disease, and that eating dolphin and whale meat can feminize men and lower sperm counts.  The postulated cause of all this alleged mayhem is the mercury and PCBs that exist in the meat due to industrial pollution.  

Identifying foods that may or may not be presenting health risks, and evaluating those risks, is no easy matter.  Natural and man-made elements exist in all sorts of food; diets vary around the world. If statistical associations can be found, they have to be authenticated and then validated by identifying the mechanisms that produce health effects. 

This is why the Joint FAO/ WHO Expert Committee on Food Additives and Contaminants (JECFA) in Geneva advises governments on these issues. 

Northern pilot whales are known to accumulate relatively high levels of mercury in certain organs, meat and blubber.  As long ago as 1977, consumers in the Faroe Islands were advised not to eat the kidney and liver of pilot whales due to their high content of heavy metals, and to limit their intake of pilot whale meat to one meal a week. 

Last December the chief medical officer of the Faroe Islands controversially recommended that people should stop consuming pilot whale meat because an elevated incidence of Parkinson’s disease among Faroese had been identified in an epidemiological study and a correlation was suggested with mercury intake.  

His advice was at odds with the official precautionary recommendations that have applied since 1998, that pilot whale meat and blubber should be consumed no more 1-2 times per month. 

The significance of the study is still not clear and the official advice remains in place while the findings of the study are being more extensively evaluated.  If the raised incidence is validated, it will be necessary to determine whether mercury in pilot whale meat is responsible rather than some other factor.  The diets of those in the study also have to be compared with modern ones before today’s advice on whale meat consumption can be fully reviewed. 

In the same way, a Danish study linking mercury to increased risks of heart disease also requires further study.  Many other factors are known to be involved such as genetics, smoking, obesity, etc.  

Whale meat and blubber are rich in polyunsaturated fats and essential vitamins and minerals.  As such they are an important part of the Faroese diet.  The not so well-disguised objective of the NGO publicity campaign is to reduce or end the consumption of whale meat by creating health fears.  The apparent concern for consumers by animal rightists is simply another means to the usual end of halting whaling. 

Unfortunately, while the Faroese take responsible steps to evaluate the studies, anti-whaling groups are misusing them to scare people.  


_____________________________________
New Whaling Convention Aired

A draft new international treaty to manage the harvesting and conservation of the world’s whale stocks was discussed and circulated on Wednesday.  

Developed by Species Management Specialists (SMS), the new “International Convention for the Conservation and Sustainable Use of Cetaceans” could provide an alternative regulatory system for managing whale harvests if the IWC collapses.  

SMS President, Hank Jenkins, said the draft treaty was developed because of serious concerns held by many conservation and wildlife management experts regarding the failure of the IWC to carry out its functions under the existing International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling of 1946.

“If the IWC fails to reach an agreement on the future of that organisation, we felt it necessary that a safeguard is available to contracting parties who wish to carry out the sustainable hunting of abundant species of whales,” Mr Jenkins told delegates and other representatives.

“We conducted our work with hope that talks over IWC reforms would produce a successful outcome and the view that an alternative is required if those discussions failed.” It has taken two years of work to bring the draft convention to a stage where it has been handed over to governments to initiate further negotiations if they wished to do so, he added.
The primary basis for the new convention is science-based management consistent with the rights of States under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. Management and conservation measures reflect the basic principles of conservation and take into account the precautionary approach and ecosystem considerations.
“The drafters agree that abundant whale stocks can contribute to sustainable coastal communities and livelihoods, as well as the preservation of cultural traditions, food security and poverty reduction. The draft convention that we have released to governments and the public today reflects those values,” Mr Jenkins said.
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