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A TRAGIC REVELATION

The relationship between dolphin and shark fishing has been brought to light due to the recent investi-
gations by Mundo Azul, a Peruvian NGO founded in 1999 which focuses on conservation efforts, partic-
ularly marine and coastal protection. Mundo Azul carried out its investigations as part of a joint project
with Blue Voice, an ocean conservation organization based in St. Augustine, Florida. The two NGOs
have declared that a plethora of small fishing vessels along the Peruvian coast (known in Peru as bar-
cos artesanales) regularly pursue dolphins.

Human consumption is not the only motive for killing dolphins, though this occurs as well, but rather
the animals are killed (sometimes they are harpooned) and put out to float on the water so that their
blood will attract sharks. The modus operandi for captured dolphins is called long-line fishing: the fish-
ermen operate in small wooden craft from which they lay down a rope that can be over 22km long
across the open waters. Every 100 meters, an additional rope is tied to the main rope, which has a
hook with bait at the end. It is estimated that a fishing boat can kill between two and six dolphins on
each trip, which can amount to as many as 15 thousand dolphins killed every year. [1] The two afore-
mentioned NGOs estimate that as many as 545 small ocean vessels hunt dolphins in Peruvian waters.
According to Mundo Azul, the major Peruvian ports out of which these fishing boats operate are Paita,
Pucusana, llo, and Mollendo, among several others along the vast Peruvian coast.[2]

The revelations were released to the Peruvian public as well as the national media with little surprise.
For example, the Peruvian TV news show Cuarto Poder summarized the situation by saying, “in only
two months, [Mundo Azul’s investigation] has shown that the Peruvian law that prohibits the hunting,
commercialization and killing of dolphins is as dead as every killed dolphin [...]"[3] For their part, Peru-
vian fishermen deny the accusations that they are responsible for killing dolphins to hunt sharks, but
rather that they use anchovies.[4]

As for the sharks, a press statement issued by Blue Voice explains,

Blue sharks and Mako sharks were taken on board the Peruvian fishing vessel, whose name must remain confi-
dential. The process involves unbelievable cruelty and can take can take as long as an hour. Mako sharks, which
are dangerous on deck, are cut behind the head to sever the spine. The fishermen cut the entire rostrum [pointed
snout at the anterior end] off the blue sharks. [5]

The shortfin Mako sharks are extremely active, epipelagic (open water) fish which are found from Ore-
gon to southern Chile. The species is found circumglobally. Likewise, the blue sharks also are a highly
migratory, pelagic, oceanic species.

In other words, hunting dolphins in Peru is illegal, but shark fishing is legal. Shark meat is a highly ex-
pensive delicacy in Asia, giving Peruvian fishermen a strong financial incentive to carry out different
tactics to produce it, even if it means illegally Killing dolphins.

HUMAN CONSUMPTION

Small scale fisheries are important for Peru’s fishing industry and are the backbone for thousands of
family livelihoods in the area, including those of fishermen and merchants. But these small-scale fish-
ing operations - also called artisanal fishing - are also damaging ecosystems since, in spite of some
laws, it remains largely unregulated and repeatedly subject to overexploitation.
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Shark meat is legal in many countries, and is sold on the Peruvian domestic market as well as interna-
tionally, though its legality does not make the killing of sharks for their fins any less barbaric. The fins
are separated in port by an intermediate fish dealer for export.[6] But more often than not, fins are
also illegally taken at sea. The value of the fins is often times found to be far greater than the value of
the meat, hence fishermen will seek after sharks, remove their fins, and throw the sharks back into
the water. Most sharks breathe by a process called ram ventilation- that is, they must keep swimming
forward with the mouths partially open to force water over their gills. Without fins, these sharks inevi-
tably will die from drowning.

To be fair, it is not just Peru that is hunting sharks, for either domestic consumption or export. Due to
the high demand in Asia (particularly in China) for shark fins as an essential ingredient to prepare the
famous shark fin soup, several other Latin American countries are also involved in the shark trade,
and they will go to great lengths to protect this important source of income. Most notably, in 2010,
British celebrity chef Gordon Ramsay was in Costa Rica to film a TV documentary called Gordon’s
Shark Bait for the British Channel 4.[7] Not surprisingly, the chef and his camera crew were not wel-
comed by Costa Rican fishermen, and at one point the British chef was held at gunpoint and petrol
was poured on him by individuals who did not want to show to the world the volume of shark fins that
are caught or the gruesome processes that are customarily used by Costa Rican fishermen to catch
them.[8]

Nevertheless, there is some reason to be cautiously optimistic as the consumption of shark fins may
be decreasing in Asia, particularly in China. To use economic language, by decreasing the demand for
this commodity, the production of the supply (in this case, killing dolphins to hunt sharks) could signifi-
cantly decrease in Peru. In fact, an October 21 article by Simon Denyer in the British daily The Inde-
pendent reports that there has been a success in raising awareness among the Chinese population
about the implications of consuming shark fin soup on the global marine environment.[9] The author
explains, “Just a few years ago, most Chinese people were oblivious to what was happening [...] But in
2006, WildAid enlisted Chinese professional basketball player Yao Ming, who played for the [NBA
team] Houston Rockets, to front a public awareness campaign.” This initiative managed to gain sup-
port in the Chinese business community and even the Chinese parliament, the National People’s Con-
gress. Today consumption in the nation is recorded to be down, but not completely eradicated. “In high
-end seafood restaurants in Beijing, shark fin soup is still on the menu — for between $60 and $325 a
bowl — but some hotels and restaurants no longer offer it,” Denyer explains.[10]

In other words, legislation to ban shark fishing may just push fishermen in Peru and other countries to
become more covert when hunting sharks and selling their fins, but a decrease in consumer demand
would ideally have even more positive effects.

PERU: LACK OF COMPLIANCE WITH EXISTING LAWS

In declarations to the Peruvian daily La Republica, Stefan Austermuhle, the director of Mundo Azul,
stresses that while shark fishing is legal in Peru, there are considerations and limits to the type of
shark that can be fished which are not being respected. These include captured sharks which have to
be over 1.60 meters in length, and if they are less, they cannot amount to more than 10 percent of the
total of all sharks that were captured.[11] Austermuhle explained that sharks shorter than 1.60 me-
ters are considered juveniles, so they should not be captured, in order to preserve the species. Hence,
fishermen should only capture adults who are sexually mature so they would, hopefully, already have
had the opportunity to contribute to the existing population. If too many adults and juveniles are
caught, there is not enough time to replace them with younger generations, which potentially would
lead to the extinction of the population.
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Dolphin fishing has been illegal in Peru since 1996, when the legislature passed Law No. 26585. This
law prohibits the hunting of certain breeds of dolphins, such as the dark dolphin, bottlenose dolphin,
and the tucuxi, a type of dolphin that inhabits the rivers of the Amazon Basin.[12] If properly applied,
the penalties for the killing of dolphins are somewhat severe, ranging from the suspension of fishing
permits as well as three to five years in jail.[13] Another Peruvian law that protects dolphins is the De-
creto Supremo No. 002-96-PE, which was signed on July 14, 1996.[14] Article 3 of the law declares
that it is illegal to consume dolphins. Meanwhile, Article 4 states that any dolphin that is still alive and
is captured in artisanal or industrial fishing vessels must be freed.[15] While these laws have been
around for almost two decades, their pathetically low success rate of preventing dolphin hunting is a
major source of embarrassment. The fact that this illegal activity continues demonstrates that the ex-
isting laws in Peru to protect dolphins are inefficient.

THE RESPONSE GAINS MOMENTUM

The Peruvian government has not denied the claims made by the Mundo Azul and Blue Voice investi-
gations, but has tried to portray a willingness on its part to take decisive action. For example, on Octo-
ber 24 the Peruvian media reported that inspectors from the Ministry of Production seized 1.5 kilos of
illegal dolphin meat in a restaurant in the province of Callao, where Peru’s major port is located.[16]
Moreover, after Mundo Azul made its research findings known, the Peruvian Ministry of Production
(which oversees the Vice Ministry of Fishing) commissioned the Instituto del Mar del Peru (Institute of
the Peruvian Sea), to draft a study to find the exact locations where these fishermen are carrying out
their illegal activities.[17] It is oftentimes more effective to work collaboratively with local fishermen
to establish small protected areas, which are collectively and effectively managed, in order to help the
species have an area where they can repopulate. Nevertheless, such a measure could only be effective
if it is in an area where sharks and/or dolphins can be found. Funds and additional studies are re-
quired to find the appropriate maritime areas as it is unproductive to carve out a random no-fishing
zone and simply hope for the best.

Moreover, Deputy Minister for Fishing Paul Phumpiu recently stated that the Peruvian government has
desighed a so-called “action plan” to preserve sharks and other endangered species, a plan that will
ideally become a reality in 2014.[18] The government official also stated that it is the duty of regional
governments to help carry out their own investigations in order to map out the networks so that illegal-
ly fished dolphin and shark products do not make their way to local and international consumers.[19]
Furthermore, Phumpiu announced a proposal to initiate a public awareness campaign that would in-
form the Peruvian citizenry of the inhumane nature of shark fishing, in order to discourage domestic
consumption.[20] The Deputy Minister boldly stated that “we do not consider them [shark fishermen]
artisanal fishermen but rather delinquents”[21

There is some reason to hope that the Mundo Azul revelations will encourage the Peruvian govern-
ment to take bolder steps in protecting its marine ecosystem; namely, Deputy Minister Phumpiu ex-
plained that the government is evaluating the institution of a prohibition on shark fishing. By making
shark fishing illegal, the ideas is that Peruvian fishermen would be discouraged from hunting dolphins
as well. Coastal security agencies and marine conservation organizations must work in collaboration
with local fishing communities to see that such prohibitions are properly enforced.

As for the amount of personnel and technology available for Peruvian authorities to patrol its ports
and wide coast to make sure that bans are properly implemented, Deputy Minister Phumpiu has de-
clared that there are today more than 250 qualified inspectors to enforce the 1996 ban on Killing dol-
phins. Nevertheless, this figure does not appear to be sufficient to properly monitor Peru’s numerous
ports (which is why coalitions with local communities are so important in the enforcement of conserva-
tion laws).[22]
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Meanwhile Rear Admiral Edmundo Deville, director general of Peru’s Coast Guard, explained that his
agency has six patrol boats for maritime surveillance to combat illicit activities, while another 24 ves-
sels can patrol the coast and go as far as 50 miles into the open sea. He explained that there are
plans for Peru’s fleet of patrol boats to expand to 44 in number by 2016.[23]

It seems that combating the illegal fishing of dolphins and sharks is gaining momentum in Peru. Be-
sides the Peruvian government and the proposed IMARPE study, the respected Peruvian daily El
Comercio published on October 19 a set of five suggestions to help combat this tragic development.
These recommendations included improving the monitoring and tracking of artisanal vessels (many of
them do not have the proper fishing licenses), ensuring that harpoons are not on board of artisanal
vessels before they leave port, and more effective police operations to crack down on markets that
sell dolphin meat, so that it can be seized and the merchants can be prosecuted.

LOSE THE FISH, LOSE THE OCEAN

By indiscriminately slaughtering two precious species such as sharks and dolphins, Peruvian fisher-
men are putting the Pacific Ocean’s fragile marine ecosystem at risk. This should be reason enough to
encourage Lima (and other governments) to strive to protect these animals. More specific factors to
take into account regarding why the uncontrolled killing of sharks and dolphins should be stopped in-
clude,

1. Their long-lived, low fecundity, and late age of maturity. Unlike many other species of bony fish that pro-
duce thousands of eggs at a time once (or more than once) a year from a relatively early age of maturity,
sharks do not start reproducing until they are much older than some other fish. Once they start reproduc-
ing, many of these species birth just one offspring every two years. They also can live much longer than
many fish species - in some instances surviving for over seventy years. Their low fertility makes it very
hard for such stock to survive amidst increasing fishing pressures. In other words, sharks are being fished
faster than they can reproduce and are at risk of being driven into extinction.

2. The presence of apex predators, like sharks and dolphins, are often thought to be an indication of the
health of an ecosystem. It is theorized that healthy numbers of these predators means that an ecosystem
is functioning properly. By eliminating these species in alarmingly high numbers, it can have a massive
impact on the rest of the environment.

3. Trophic cascades. Eliminating highly sensitive species (like sharks and dolphins) affects the rest of the
ecosystem, an effect called a trophic cascade. The removal of apex predators entails that the population
rates of their prey species are not kept in check. These prey species can then reproduce without control
and can throw an ecosystem out of balance. The well-documented case of Killer whales and their impact
on sea otters in Western Alaska is a good example of how an imbalance in the amount of one species can
disrupt the balance of an ecosystem.[24] Another example is a 2007 report in the journal Science regard-
ing great white sharks in the Atlantic Ocean, which explains the negative effects of a decrease in 11 spe-
cies of sharks, which have plummeted over the years, while the prey species that these consume have
soared (rays, skates, and small sharks).”[25] On the other hand, a 2000 article in the Journal of Marine
Science carried out several simulations staged in various regions of the world where sharks are to be
found. The goal of these experiments was to discuss whether the absence of sharks would dramatically
affect the local ecosystem.[26] The comprehensive analysis concluded, “shark depletion across ecosys-
tems are often difficult to foresee, but may be ecologically and economically significant, and may persist
over long time periods.”[27]
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CONCLUSIONS

One can only hope that the recent bloody revelations brought to light by the laudable work of Mundo
Azul and Blue Voice will help to raise awareness of the perilous plight of dolphins and sharks in Peru.
So far, Peruvian government officials have attempted to portray a proactive stance on the dolphin
question in order to slow illegal hunting practices. Placing a ban on shark fishing would be a venture-
some idea, and hopefully it will not take years to have it implemented. It is doubtful that the sharks
and dolphins that currently swim in the Peruvian sea (and elsewhere) can wait much longer.

Credit: This author would like to thank the marine biologist interviewed for this analysis, as well as Sierra
Ramirez, former Research Associate at the Council on Hemispheric Affairs and current M.A. candidate at Ameri-
can University, for their constructive feedback on earlier versions of this report.
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