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You might have heard people say, “There are plenty 
of fish in the sea,” but that might not always be 
the case. People have been catching fish to eat 
for thousands of years, but over the last 50 years 
overfishing has become a serious problem. Every year, 
80 million metric tons of fish are caught. Altogether, 
that many fish would be 3,000 times heavier than 
the Statue of Liberty! Scientists estimate that we 
have removed around 90% of all large, slow-breeding 
fish like sharks, cod, and tuna from our oceans. 
Overfishing is a particular problem for species that 
reproduce slowly, because they are being caught 
faster than they can produce offspring, putting them 
in danger of being wiped out entirely.

So, What’s Causing All This Excess Fishing?

But How Are the Fisheries Catching All That Fish?

The number of people living on Earth has been 
increasing very quickly over the last 100 years—and 
is continuing to rise. This means more food is needed 
to feed everyone, and so global food production, 
including fishing, is increasing to meet this demand. 
Fishing companies, called fisheries, are aware of this 
high demand. So, the more fish they can catch and 
sell, the more money they can make. The increasing 
demand for fish, combined with the fisheries’ desire to 
make money, is one of the main causes of overfishing.

One reason why overfishing is possible is because of 
modern equipment. When you think fishing, you might 
think of one person in a boat, with a pole and a line. 
Some people do still fish like this. But with modern 
technology, fishing in many places has become much 
more efficient. Fisheries can take massive boats out 
to sea, for weeks at a time, fishing much further and 
deeper into the ocean than was possible using more 
traditional fishing methods. They can also use modern 
technology to track the movements of fish, allowing 
them to set up nets and lines in places where they 
know they will catch the most fish. Because these 
modern fishing methods are so efficient, in recent 
years there has been a massive increase in the 
numbers of fish being caught.
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Another reason overfishing has become a problem is unsustainable fishing practices. An example of this type of 
fishing involves massive nets, either dragged along the bottom of the ocean behind a boat or dragged between two 
boats. These massive nets don’t just catch the fish that the fisheries are looking for. They also damage underwater 
habitats, and catch almost everything in their path, including sea turtles, dolphins, sharks, and sea stars. These 
animals are often killed or hurt in the process, and then thrown back into the ocean, because the fisheries only keep 
the popular species of fish that they know they will be able to sell. For example, for every 1 metric ton of shrimp 
caught in this way, 3 metric tons of unwanted fish are killed and thrown away. Each year, thousands of porpoises 
are caught in salmon nets, and hundreds of thousands of sea animals are killed in tuna nets. These nets can also 
catch baby fish before they have time to grow up and reproduce, making it even harder—if not impossible—for 
many species of fish to reproduce fast enough to replace the numbers being caught.

Scientists are predicting that this kind of disruption to 
ecosystems will continue to cause problems for many 
different marine animals if nothing is done to stop 
it. Since the 1980s, a number of countries, including 
Japan and Russia, have been harvesting small shrimp 
called krill, which are the main food source for many 
types of whale, and are also eaten by seals, penguins, 
squid, and some types of fish. Krill populations in the 
Southern Ocean are now dropping, and this could 
make life very difficult for the many other animals that 
depend on them.
There are other environmental consequences of 
overfishing too. If massive nets are accidentally 
dropped and lost in the ocean, they can cause a lot 
of further damage to marine life. For example, they 
can trap large numbers of sea creatures under the 
water, which will die if they do not manage to escape. 
Big fishing boats are also sometimes responsible for 
polluting the oceans by spilling oil, chemicals, and 
other substances into the ocean, which can hurt 
marine life.

Why Is This a Problem?

For humans, the most obvious problem is that if we continue to catch fish faster than they reproduce, there 
will eventually be no fish left. However, if we can stop overfishing, we could make fish a renewable food 
source—a food source that will never run out.
Another problem with overfishing is that some species of fish, like bluefin tuna, are endangered, which means 
they are at risk of extinction. If we wipe out a species of fish, we could destroy food webs and even whole 
ecosystems. That’s because the loss of one fish species doesn’t just affect that one species. If we wipe out a type 
of fish that’s usually eaten by another, bigger type of fish, the bigger fish loses a main food source, and may not 
be able to find enough food to survive. If that fish is also wiped out, even bigger fish and seabirds might not get 
enough food either—and so on. And this isn’t a possible future problem—it’s already happening. For example, 
herring are a vital source of food for cod—so when herring are overfished, cod also suffer. Similarly, people have 
been fishing for sand eels around the Shetland Islands in Scotland since the mid-1970s—and since eel numbers 
have gone down, the number of seabirds living on the island has also declined.
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How Can We Stop Overfishing?

To stop overfishing, we need to make sure all fisheries are fishing in a sustainable way. Sustainable fishing 
means only catching fish at a rate that allows them to reproduce as quickly as they are being caught, keeping 
populations steady. It also means not catching or harming unwanted species, and not using fishing equipment 
that will damage underwater habitats.
There are various measures in place around the world to try to reduce overfishing and encourage 
sustainable fishing.
In many areas, each fishery is given a fishing quota, which means they are only allowed to catch a certain 
number of fish. If a fishery is found to be catching more than their quota, they will be punished. For example, 
they may have to pay a fine or they might be banned from fishing for a certain amount of time. Fisheries are 
also discouraged from using fishing equipment that catches fish before they have time to grow to their full size 
and reproduce. In some areas, fisheries are only allowed to use nets with big holes in them so that they only 
catch big adult fish, while smaller younger fish can swim through and escape.
There are also rules on when and where fishing is allowed. In some areas, fishing is banned entirely or there are 
certain days when fishing is not allowed.
The idea behind these rules is to limit the numbers of fish being caught, and to give fish time to reproduce and 
repopulate. However, it can be difficult to keep track of all the fish being caught by different fisheries around the 
world, and at the moment overfishing is still increasing. For these policies to work, governments need to be very 
strict with all fisheries to make sure they keep to their quotas and only practice sustainable fishing.
It’s not too late to change our fishing practices. If we only fish sustainably, we will be able to continue eating our 
favorite fishy foods without damaging underwater ecosystems.

ecosystem—a community of animals, plants and microorganisms, together with the habitat where
they live
endangered—a species at risk of extinction
fishery—a fishing company
fishing quota—the number of fish a fishery is allowed to catch
food web—a number of interconnected food chains in a habitat
overfishing—catching fish faster than they can reproduce, reducing the number of fish in the area
renewable food source—a food source that will never run out
sustainable fishing—fishing in a way that is sustainable in the long term, by only catching fish at a 
rate that allows them to repopulate as quickly as they are being caught, and fishing in ways that do 
not catch or harm unwanted species, or damage underwater habitats
unsustainable fishing—fishing in a way that is not sustainable in the long term because it damages 
underwater habitats, harms marine life, and contributes to overfishing
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