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"We can change the f'uture of

the earth. But we must change our

habits. Our capacity to alter how

the world works has Put us at risk."

Dr Sl,lvia Earle talks with Dr. Ililliam Schlessinger, prcsident of Caq,

Institute, after her lecture at Car1, Arborctum b Earth Day 1logrcm.

U/E HAVE TEN YEARS LEFT

"The Earth is Blue,"
A Cautionary Talk
by Dr. Sylvia Earle

By Stephen Kaye

"We have about ten years left," warns Sylvia Earle, one of the world's

experts on the state ofour oceans.

Oceans take up about 90 percent ofthe earth's surface and are ltoure to

about 90 percent ofthe earth's living creatures, so we had better sit up and

take notice that the oceans are in a petilous state. Frour outer space, the

earth is mostly ocean, the color blue.

Dr. Earle, oceanographer, explorer, professor and writer; spoke at the

Cary Institute last Thursday before a packed auditoliunt. Her slides and

her quiet voice belied her rnessage. Mau has overstepped the limits of

sustainability. Ninety percent of the oceans' latge creatures have clisap-
peared. Whales, sharks, groupers, coct swordfish, and tuna have all suf-

fered huge population declines because of man's penchant lbr seafood.

Even the smaller fish have been decimated, like helling, tnackerel aud

scallops. We are mining the oceans for klill, the bottom of the food cltain

on which hundreds of species survive. \l'e use klill for suclt non-essen-

tials as cat food and fertilizer'. Our consuurptive behavior threatens life

on the planet, yet we continue to do it because the oceans are free and

fish harvesting is profttable.

Dr. Earle points out that we have protected about l2 percent ofthe land

mass fiom predatory practices, but less than one percent of the oceau.

Recently, the United States protected 340,000 square miles in a National

Marine Sanctuary around the Ilawaiian lslands, a sign of hope that we are

recognizing the oceans as "our life support system."

Dr. Earle emphasized that we uow know what we are doing - we know

the consequences of our acts. Modern science has beeu able to measure

the state oithe oceans, the reports have been tuade' and people know what

they did not know before. We ktlow what trawling the ocean's floor does

to the species that inhabit this zone - it effectively desttoys them' In the

search ior one good edible species, huge nets capture and kill everything'

including coral that may be 5,000 years old'

Dragnets destroy the seaweed beds' the spawning grounds' the feed

sourceJ and the species that live there. The machinery of tnass harvest-

ing equiprnent, the huge nets that gather in all specie,s when only one

oit*o u." wanted, causes measurable darnage to life in the oceans'

Giant vacuum cleaners suck in everything, leaving carcasses of the

unwanted.

"Changeoureatinghabits,ourpreferettces"counseledDr'Ealle'Wildfish

are disappearing; order fish that you know are sustaitubly raised' like tilapia'

t out arrd cutfish. Grcupers that tum up in Chinese restaulants arc at least 20

years old and could be i00. Halibut, tura and swordfish are long-lived' They

iiv" comple* lives, travel great distances, have systems of communication'

and a place on earth that we should respect' Predation by rnachiue is doiug

great iamage. Biodiversity in the oceans is just as important as biodivenity

on land.

"We are living in the most important time in hutnan history; we can

change the future ofthe earth But we must change our habits' Our capac-

ity to alter how the world works has put us at risk "

The Arctic ice cap is 50 perceut ofwhat it was 50 years ago'

Tlueehundredthousandmarineaninralsarekilledeachyearbyfishing
gear, mostly by plastic nets left in the oceans'

She ended on a positive note: 'A greater awareness of earth aud our eco-

systems nray allowus to do better. With knowledge comes lespousibility'"


