Fishing On-Line

After more than ten years of work, a small group of dedicated Filipino researchers in close collaboration with international experts has finally achieved one of the great goals of the world fish industry.

The group at ICLARM – The World Fish Center - has described and electronically catalogued the 25,000 fish species known in the world today.

The achievement has been hailed as the aquatic equivalent of the recent completion of the mapping of the human genome and the benefits may be more immediate and widespread.  Not only is the database the first comprehensive record of the world's aquatic diversity, but it is also an invaluable planning tool for governments, research institutions and the fishing industry.  

The new database known simply as FishBase (www.fishbase.org) is the first completed effort under Species 2000, an ambitious initiative to map the Earth’s genome or, in other words, electronically catalogue the 1.75 million known species on the planet today.

One of the most extraordinary highlights of the new fish database is that most of the 25,000 species catalogued have either been individually photographed or hand drawn to ensure complete accuracy.  Anyone interested can also use the database to find out more about an individual fish's biology, its distribution and commercial uses.

When the FishBase project was first launched in 1990 in Manila, the team involved appeared to have been given an impossible mountain to climb.  However, with the committed support of a range of donors, especially the European Union, and a network of collaborators, the project team reached their goal almost on schedule. The team leader, Dr. Rainer Froese said the collaborators played a particularly important role.

"We work very closely with the Fisheries Department of the UN's Food and Agriculture Organization and the Department of Ichthyology at the California Academy of Sciences in San Francisco," Dr. Froese said.  "Their vital assistance and support and the committed backing of our donors have made this a truly collaborative effort a success." 

Explaining how FishBase came together, Dr. Froese said information-gathering centers were established in western, eastern and southern Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific.  "We also established data repatriation programs involving collaborating museums in Belgium, Canada, France, Germany, Mexico, Sweden, the United Kingdom and the United States."

According to FishBase statistics, humans use about 7,000 species of fish for fisheries, sports, aquarium trade, or aquaculture. About 700 species are threatened by extinction, mainly due to environmental degradation. More than 500 species have been transferred to other countries and established themselves in these new habitats, often with negative impact on the native fishes. One of the latest discoveries made through FishBase is that globally, as larger fish become scarce, fisheries increasingly rely on small fishes from the bottom of food chains.  This process, now widely known as “fishing down marine food webs” also occurs in the Philippines, where large fishes are increasingly rare, and most fishes are caught before they had a chance to reproduce. 

FishBase ability to make such trends visible makes it an indispensable tool for all involved with fish. For more information on fish you can search FishBase online at www.fishbase.org/search.cfm.

