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Overhunting

Overhunting is any hunting activity that has an adverse impact on the total continuing population
of a species . With the tremendous increase in the human population since the industrial
revolution, there has been an ever increasing use and, often, exploitation of many of the world's
natural resources . The demand for fish and shellfish has exemplified this misuse of natural
resources. The amount of hunting pressure that a species can tolerate depends on its productivity,
and it may change seasonally and annually because of drought , habitat alteration, pollution , or
other mortality factors. Hunting which is well-regulated can be sustained, and sportsmen in
countries with regulated hunting are quick to point out that they are not responsible for the
endangerment or extinction of any species.

In unregulated situations, however, overhunting does occur, and it has endangered wildlife , even
driving some species to extinction. The great auk, a large, flightless, penguin-like bird of the
North Atlantic coasts, was so easy to catch that sailors could kill hundreds in a few minutes, and
by 1844 they had become extinct. Even the world's most abundant bird, the passenger pigeon,
was driven to extinction by overhunting. In the 1800s there were 3 to 5 billion passenger
pigeons, about one-fourth of all North American land birds, and enormous flocks of them would
darken the sky for days as they flew overhead. One colony in Wisconsin covered 850 square
miles and included 135 million adult birds. Commercial hunting sent train loads of these birds to
markets, including 15 million birds from a single colony in Michigan, and eliminated the species
in the early 1900s.

There are several cases where overhunting has nearly exterminated a species. In 1850 there were
60 million American bison on the Great Plains of the United States, and within 40 years,
overhunting had reduced the wild population to 150 individuals. At the turn of the century,
snowy egrets were almost wiped out by hunters who sold the feathers to be made into
fashionable women's hats. Many species of whales were also driven to the brink of extinction by
whalers.

Many species continue to be over hunted today. Although protected by law, African rhinoceroses
are endangered by poachers who sell the horns to Yemen and China. In Yemen the horns are used
to make dagger handles for wealthy businessmen, and in China they are made into an aphrodisiac
and fever-reducing drug which is reportedly useless. Likewise, elephants are being slaughtered
for their ivory tusks. There were 4.5 million elephants in 1970, and by 1990, only 610,000.

Many large cat species are also threatened by overhunting, because the economic incentive to
poach these animals far outweighs the risks of being caught and fined. For example, a Bengal

3



tiger fur coat sells for $100,000; an ocelot skin sells for $40,000; a snow leopard skin sells for
$14,000; and tiger meat sells for $629 per pound.

Even when appropriate hunting regulations do exist, there are often not enough rangers or
conservation officers to enforce them. As species become more scarce, the demand increases on
the black market, inflating the price, and the economic incentive for poaching only becomes
greater. Unless appropriate laws are enacted and enforced other species will become extinct from
overhunting.

Overfishing

Fishing is one of the most significant drivers of declines in ocean wildlife populations. Catching
fish is not inherently bad for the ocean, except for when vessels catch fish faster than stocks can
replenish, something called overfishing.

The number of overfished stocks globally has tripled in half a century and today fully one-third
of the world's assessed fisheries are currently pushed beyond their biological limits, according to
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. Overfishing is closely tied to
bycatch—the capture of unwanted sea life while fishing for a different species. This, too, is a
serious marine threat that causes the needless loss of billions of fish, along with hundreds of
thousands of sea turtles and cetaceans.

The damage done by overfishing goes beyond the marine environment. Billions of people rely on
fish for protein, and fishing is the principal livelihood for millions of people around the world.
Many people who make a living catching, selling, and buying fish are working to improve how
the world manages and conserves ocean resources. WWF works with a cross-section of
stakeholders to reform fisheries management globally, focusing on sustainable practices that not
only conserve ecosystems, but also sustain livelihoods and ensure food security.

Some 4 million fishing vessels of all sizes now ply the oceans, many with increasing capacity
and efficiencies to catch more fish. As pressure from fishing grows, the likelihood of damage to
the structure and function of the ocean ecosystem increases. Inadequate government capacity and
cooperation to manage, regulate, and control fisheries and fisheries trade, especially in
developing nations and on the high seas, are key factors contributing to the current problems in
oceanic fisheries.

Systemic overfishing is only made worse by illegal catches and trade. In fact, some of the worst
ocean impacts are caused by pervasive illegal fishing, which is estimated at up to 30% of catch
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or more for high-value species. Experts estimate illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU)
fishing nets criminals up to $36.4 billion each year. These illegal catches move through opaque
supply chains due to a lack of systems to track fish from catch to consumer—something called
traceability—and import controls in much of the sector.

Some 4 million fishing vessels of all sizes now ply the oceans, many with increasing capacity
and efficiencies to catch more fish. As pressure from fishing grows, the likelihood of damage to
the structure and function of the ocean ecosystem increases. Inadequate government capacity and
cooperation to manage, regulate, and control fisheries and fisheries trade, especially in
developing nations and on the high seas, are key factors contributing to the current problems in
oceanic fisheries.

Subsidies, or support provided to the fishing industry to offset the costs of doing business, are
another key driver of overfishing. Subsidies can lead to overcapacity of fishing vessels and
skewing of production costs so that fishing operations continue when they would otherwise not
make economic sense. Today’s worldwide fishing fleet is estimated to be up to two-and-a-half
times the capacity needed to catch what we actually need. The United Nations 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development has called for an end to harmful subsidies.

Whaling

Commercial whaling is the practice of hunting and killing whales for the purpose of selling and
trading their meat and other products derived from them. Scientists estimate that 2.9 million
whales were killed for commercial purposes in the 20th century, causing the catastrophic decline
of global whale populations.

In 1946, the International Whaling Commission (IWC) was established under the International
Convention for the Regulation of Whaling (ICRW) to oversee the proper management of whale
stocks and orderly development of the whaling industry. In a landmark agreement in 1982, IWC
members decided to establish a moratorium, or a temporary ban, on commercial hunting to allow
whale stocks to replenish. The moratorium came into force in 1986 and remains in place today.

Despite the moratorium on commercial whaling and the IWC’s greater focus recently on
conservation, some countries continue to engage in commercial whaling activities. In 2019 Japan
withdrew from the IWC and resumed whaling in its coastal waters. Norway registered an
objection to the moratorium and Iceland lodged a “reservation”—a move disputed by many
countries as being contrary to international law—allowing them to resume commercial whaling.
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Some countries with Indigenous or aboriginal populations also continue to hunt whales for
subsistence purposes. This practice is called aboriginal subsistence whaling. From the outset, the
IWC and its members recognized that subsistence whaling is not the same as commercial
whaling (and thus not subject to the moratorium), and that certain aboriginal peoples have a right
to hunt a limited number of whales to meet nutritional and cultural needs.

People around the world have been hunting whales for thousands of years, primarily for their
meat and blubber. Norwegians were among the earliest confirmed whale hunters, having begun
the practice as far back as the ninth century. Several other cultures near the ocean also forged
whaling traditions, like the Inuit, who hunted in the Arctic, and the Basque, who hunted in the
Atlantic.

Whaling changed irrevocably around the 17th century, when a Norwegian whaling pioneer
named Svend Foyn is credited with heralding modern commercial whaling by developing two
key innovations: the steam-powered whaling ship, first launched in 1863, and the harpoon
cannon, created in 1868, which shot a harpoon that actually exploded inside the whale once it
landed. These two technologies alone allowed whalers to pursue significantly larger animals than
previously imagined.

Aboriginal subsistence whaling—the hunting of otherwise protected whales by certain
Indigenous people to satisfy subsistence needs—is categorized differently by the IWC and is not
subject to the moratorium. The commission recognizes that aboriginal subsistence whaling does
not seek to maximize catches or profit, and to enable native people to hunt whales at levels that
are appropriate to cultural and nutritional requirements in the long term.” The IWC sets catch
limits for subsistence whaling based on advice from a scientific committee.

Despite some countries’ decisions to continue commercial whaling activities, consumption of
whale meat is trending down. In Japan, where whale meat is not commonly eaten, efforts to
boost whale meat consumption, such as with nostalgic promotional ads aimed at older
consumers, have not had much impact.
As consumption of whale meat declines globally, an increasing number of people are becoming
interested in seeing the animals in the wild rather than eating them, and the whale-watching
industry—which depends on whales being kept alive—has become an important aspect of
tourism in countries around the world.

In addition to its work regulating whaling, today’s IWC also works to address a wide range of
conservation issues such as sustainable whale watching. To this end, it collaborates with
governments, organizations, and scientists to manage the impact of whale watching on the
animals’ natural behavior, including their ability to feed, rest, and raise their young. The IWC
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updated that Strategic Plan in 2018. The IWC also rolled out a Whale Watching Handbook, a
“flexible and evolving tool incorporating international best practice, educational resources and a
summary of the latest, relevant scientific information.”

Poaching

Wild animals are being poached on a massive scale, with millions of individual animals of
thousands of species worldwide killed or captured from their native habitats. Poaching poses a
growing threat to elephants, rhinos, and other charismatic animals, as well as to smaller and more
obscure creatures, like certain lizards and monkeys.

Poachers sometimes kill or capture animals to sell them locally or for the global trade in wildlife.
Wildlife trading is a major black market that has increased alongside rising wealth in Asia—a
major consumer of wildlife—and the advent of e-commerce and social media websites.
Some animals, such as birds, reptiles, and primates, are captured live so that they can be kept or
sold as exotic pets. Slaughtered animals, on the other hand, have commercial value as food,
jewelry, decor, or traditional medicine. The ivory tusks of African elephants, for example, are
carved into trinkets or display pieces. The scales of pangolins, small animals that eat ants, are
ground into powder and consumed for their purported healing powers. The meat of apes, snakes,
and other bush animals is considered a delicacy in parts of Africa.

In addition to killing for direct profit, poachers target animals to prevent them from destroying
crops or attacking livestock. This happens to lions and elephants in Africa, as well as to wolves,
coyotes, and other predators in North America and beyond.

Poaching has devastating consequences for wildlife. In some instances, it’s the primary reason
why an animal faces a risk of extinction. This is the case with the African elephant, more than
100,000 of which were killed between 2014 and 2017 for ivory. Poaching has also had a
catastrophic impact on rhinos, with more than a thousand slaughtered a year for their horns.
Poaching for the exotic pet trade affects an animal’s welfare in addition to its numbers in the
wild. Most wild animals eat specialized diets found in nature, and they need space to fly, roam,
and swing from branches. Captured animals are stuffed into boxes, suitcases, or sacks, and even
if they survive transport, they often suffer in their new, unnatural situations.

Then there’s the tragic ways poaching affects people. In Africa, nearly 600 rangers charged with
protecting wildlife were gunned down by poachers between 2009 and 2016 while in the line of
duty. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo’s Virunga National Park, one of the continent’s
most dangerous, at least 170 rangers have been killed during the past two decades.
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What’s more, poaching has been linked to armed militia groups in Africa suspected of trafficking
ivory to fund their operations, and it often occurs alongside other crimes including corruption
and money laundering. And poached animals can spread disease, such as Ebola and SARS.

In addition to providing on-the-ground protection for animals, many countries make poaching an
offense punishable by prison or monetary fees. Because poachers in Africa and Asia are often
impoverished local people who make small profits in comparison to traders and kingpins,
penalties for poaching wildlife are generally less severe than those for trafficking wildlife.
There are also numerous nonprofits around the world working to end wildlife poaching. Some of
these groups have helped to promote alternative, more sustainable ways for poachers to earn a
living. Another way people are working to end poaching is by trying to decrease demand for
illegal wildlife and wildlife parts. If no one's buying the products, there will be no need to kill the
animals.

Questions To Consider:
- What history does your country have with these practices?
- Which of these practices have shown up most relevantly in your country?
- How have the geography, ecology, economy, and society of your country been affected,

positively or negatively by these practices?
- What can be done to close any loopholes existent in current international law regarding

these topics?
- Have governments been allowing groups to bypass these laws?
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