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Throughout the history of mankind, fishing has been an integral part of society.  

Civilizations have relied upon fishing as a sustainable food resource that can be used to feed both 

the many fishermen and the bustling cities that developed around the industry.  Today, with the 

rapidly growing population, the resources in the oceans are needed more than ever.  However, at 

the current rate of fishing, these resources will not be here for long.  Fishing stocks have 

experienced a rapid decline, and overfishing is to blame.  Overfishing is an unethical practice, 

and must be stopped because of the effect on ocean ecosystems and habitats, the destruction of 

resources for future generations, and the eradication of species caused by overfishing.   

One of the main issues stemming from overfishing is the impact on ocean ecosystems 

because of overfishing.  When the top predator in an ecosystem is removed or fished to the point 

of irrelevance, it throws the entire ecosystem off kilter.  According to Bruno et al, herbivores 

were 12-64 times more plentiful when the predators were removed from the system.  This 

increased herbivore population, which in turn resulted in the decimation of the primary 

producers.  Humans are overfishing many populations which occupy key niches in their food 

web.  In their short sightedness, fisheries insist on fishing these fish to near extinction, resulting 

in a virtual lack of predators in the food web and disrupting the entire ecosystem.  It is not ethical 

for these fisheries to completely destroy the food web just for a slight short term profit.  In 

addition, overfishing the top predator can also result in a decrease in the population of the 

primary producer (usually algae) and other species lower on the food web, which in turn can 

affect those whose livelihood depend on those species who are now being eaten by growing 

numbers of fish who are not  being kept in check by predators.  Therefore, it is unethical for the 

fisheries that overfish the top predators to continue this practice, as it ruins the livelihoods of 

others who depend on other species of fish for their income.  Also, because most ocean 

ecosystems and fish span large expanses due to the large ranges of fish, including several species 

of sharks and other predators, overfishing predators in the United States can impact ecosystems 

as far away as Hawaii or Japan, where fishermen who rely on certain levels of fish would be 

ruined because of the restructuring of the ecosystem because of overfishing in the Americas.   

Recent studies indicate that fisheries have “depleted predatory fish biomass by at least 

80% in many ecosystems, causing ecological extinctions and significant reductions in effective 

predator diversity” (Bruno et al).  The reduction in predator diversity causes a “depletion of 

predators relative to prey has caused a skewing of tropic structure towards dominance at lower 



levels and the general alteration of aquatic and terrestrial food webs” (Bruno et al).  Overfishing 

results in an overhaul of the ecological food web, throwing off a balance that has been in place 

for hundreds of years.   

 Although the consequences of overfishing have not yet been fully felt, if fisheries 

continue at this rate, it is likely that humans will completely eliminate, or at least reduce to the 

point of no return, many fish populations.  This would mean that there would be few resources 

left for future generations that will have even more mouths to feed than the current.  It is not 

ethical to ignore the responsibility to future generations, and therefore, it is necessary to correct 

our mistakes before the population declines become permanent, some of which are already close 

to that point already.  In current fish populations, there is a “strong negative skew in the data… 

Among 56 populations of clupeids…73% experienced historic declines of 80% or more. Within 

the Gadidae…and cod…of the 70 populations for which there are data, more than half declined 

80% or more. And among 30 pleuronectid populations…43% exhibited declines of 80% or 

more” (Hutchings et al).  There are several species that formerly provided lucrative food 

resources, such as the white abalone, but are now on the brink of extinction (Robert et al).  There 

are only dozens of white abalone left when they used to be “from northern Mexico to southern 

California in densities of up to 10�000 individuals per hectare” (Robert et al).  The 

overharvesting of the abalone resulted in the almost complete eradication of the species, which 

means that that resource will not be available for future generations.  It is not morally responsible 

for fisheries to continue to exploit resources in this fashion, as it will eventually result in a vast 

reduction in our ocean resources that the future generations will be in great need of.   

 The totoaba also presents a striking case of overexploitation.  Once abundant in the Gulf 

of California, this fish spawns at the Mouth of the Colorado River, where 1-2 million tons of 

totoaba were pulled in each year (Robert et al).  Because of its predictable spawning location, the 

totoaba was fished nearly into extinction, with few breeding fish left.  The fish used to be a 

reliable resource for the people in that area, however, now it is almost useless.  Instead of fishing 

at sustainable levels, the fishermen irresponsibly pulled in fish until there were no more to pull 

in, leaving almost nothing for the current generation.  If what was done to the totoaba continues 

to be done to other fish with commercial value, there won’t be any fish left in a few generations.  

The fisheries must be morally responsible and follow their ethical duty to preserve these 

resources indefinitely instead of thinking only of short term benefits.   



 The final ethical issue that comes into play with overfishing is the eventual extinction of 

many species caused by overfishing.  Overfishing has already caused near extinction of several 

fish that used to be plentiful, including the white abalone, of which there are only dozens left.  

Abalone used to be a plentiful resource along the Mexican coastline, and if properly regulated, 

the white abalone could have easily been fished sustainably for an indefinite period of time, 

meaning that fishermen would still get their resources, yet unnecessary eradication would be 

avoided.  It was unethical for the fishermen to destroy the white abalone, as they destroyed a 

resource used by many and depended on by many for their livelihood just so they could fill their 

pockets.  This is unethical, but will continue to happen if overfishing continues.  It is also 

ethically wrong to cause the destruction of a species if it is at all preventable, which most cases 

due to overfishing are.   

In addition, many fishing techniques also cause extinction along the ocean floor.  When 

fisheries trawl along the ocean floor, the “Trawls scrape, pulverize and dredge the seabed, 

transforming diverse assemblages of species, which may have taken thousands of years to 

develop, into sand and mud within a few years…Habitat destruction by trawling might already 

have caused unnoticed extinctions” (Roberts et al).  The marine destruction due to trawling is 

even more immoral than simple overfishing, as the trawling is not done to catch the bottom 

dwellers; they are just the unfortunate side effects of that type of fishing.  It is not ethical for 

fisheries to completely destroy ecosystems and species that have been developing for thousands 

of years, especially when benthic trawling (dragging along ocean floor) can be avoided in many 

areas.  The environmental impacts of bottom trawling are enormous, and it is immoral for 

fisheries to continue.  In addition, if fisheries were practicing more sustainable fishing, then 

benthic trawling wouldn’t be necessary, as plenty of fish could be caught dragging the net just 

above the ocean floor.  It is not ethical to wipe out these ecosystems along the ocean floor, 

especially as it can be avoided if more sustainable forms of fishing are used.   

 Although overfishing has become a major global problem, there are solutions that can be 

implemented to preserve both fisheries and marine resources in the long term.  For example, The 

Hubbs Sea World Research Institute has begun a white sea bass hatchery in Carlsbad in order to 

maintain stocks of white sea bass.  The hatchery is used to sustain white sea bass levels for 

commercial fisheries so that the fishing of white sea bass can be maintained at high levels, and 

also so that the white sea bass aren’t fished into irrelevance.  The hatchery breeds and raises the 



white sea bass for several years, at which point they are released into the wild so they can grow 

into commercial size.  More hatcheries would help solve the problem of overfishing current 

stocks, as fisheries would not have to reduce current catch levels as much as they would if they 

were forced to wait for fish levels to return to maintainable levels, which would cause a major 

drop in business and would be extremely difficult to enforce.  If more hatcheries were put into 

use, they could be used to both replenish current stocks and maintain future fisheries indefinitely 

without causing major ecosystem change.  Also, as the implementation of these fish into the 

ecosystem is relatively regular from the hatchery, it does not have any major adverse effects on 

the ocean ecosystem.   

 An additional method that could be used to help eliminate overfishing is increased fishing 

regulation.  At the moment, many countries have regulations in place; however, those regulations 

are loosely enforced, and are constantly violated by fishermen.  For example, “Estimated 

noncompliance with barbless hook regulations for the same zones was…29%” (Schill et al).  

Even though these regulations are in place, there is not enough enforcement of the rules to make 

fisheries abide by them, which makes the rules ineffective.  If the rules against overfishing and 

the rules regarding catch size were enforced, then the fisheries would start taking steps towards 

becoming sustainable.  Hutchings et al states that “Populations returned to an average of 39% of 

their precollapse size when fishing mortality declined, compared with an average of only 29% 

recovery when fishing mortality remained constant or increased. Therefore, it appears that a 

reduction in fishing mortality is indeed necessary for recovery”.  There are several ways that the 

rules could be more effectively enforced, including both charging large fines for any violations 

of the rules and also having more enforcers both on the fisheries’ boats and in the water.   

 Therefore, the effects of overfishing are enormous.  Overfishing causes many problems 

for both civilization and the ocean, including the destruction of ocean ecosystems, the depletion 

of resources for future generations, and the mass eradication of marine wildlife, making it 

unethical for humans to continue practicing overfishing.  Thankfully, several solutions are 

available to fix overfishing without overly harming ocean production.  An increase in hatcheries 

would provide fisheries with fish while helping augment the currently depleted stocks, and 

stricter regulations would help prevent fishermen from violating size and limit restrictions and 

allow the exhausted fish populations to rebuild.  Overfishing is a serious problem in today’s 

world, and in the interest of maintaining moral integrity, it must be stopped.   
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