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LAEM FA PHA: Surakit Laeaddee walks
along the narrow banks of earth dividing his
organic shrimp and fish ponds, rests under
the shade of a tree he recently planted, and
points to the lush mangroves marking out
his plot. Too many trees invite birds that
prey on his seafood stock. But planting just
enough, on a fifth of his 10 hectares, cools
the ponds and improves soil and water
quality, boosting the health, reproduction
and survival of his shrimp and fish.

“I hope the community will become
more conscious about the importance of
planting trees and looking after the ecosys-
tem in order to raise seafood sustainably
and prevent coastal erosion,” he said, look-
ing toward the Gulf of Thailand, which has
gnawed away at the shore, bringing the sea
ever closer to his home. Since the 1980s, a
boom in shrimp farming has decimated
mangroves around the world. The trend has
destroyed a key ecosystem for carbon stor-
age, added to emissions of planet-warming
carbon dioxide, and exposed shorelines and
communities to storm surges and erosion.
Now, growing consumer demand for organ-
ic and sustainable foods has spurred inter-
est in shrimp farms like Surakit’s that may
stem mangrove loss and encourage plant-
ing in areas long devoid of trees. “A shift
from intensive farming to more natural
farming is more sustainable in the long run,”
said Supranee Kampongsun, mangroves
and markets project coordinator for the
International Union for Conservation of
Nature (IUCN). “It gives marine species natu-
ral spawning grounds and improves the
mangrove ecosystem. If individual farmers
consider having trees on their land, it will
contribute to a growth in overall coverage
in the area.”

Land grabs and investors
A 1961 survey along Thailand’s 3,100 km

coastline tallied 368,000 hectares of man-
grove forests, which include more than 70
tree species - from typical mangroves hov-

ering above water with buttressed roots to
giant nipa palms. Over half a century, a third
of that area has been lost, leaving 246,000
hectares, according to the Department of
Marine and Coastal Resources. About
70,000 hectares are used for seafood farms,
mostly shrimp.

Similar declines have been documented
across Asia and Latin America. A 2012 UN-
backed study found a fifth of mangroves
worldwide had been lost since 1980, mostly
for intensive shrimp farms that often
become choked with waste, antibiotics and
fertilizers. In Thailand, the destruction of
mangroves for shrimp leveled off about 10
years ago, but the government is struggling
to restore the barren lands, said Somsak

Piriyayota, director of the mangrove
resource conservation office. “The issue
today is how do we change that land for
shrimp back into mangroves,” Somsak said
in an interview, noting some mangroves
have been inhabited by communities for
generations.

“We’ve never been strict. The policy has
allowed for them to live there, but the
ecosystem is deteriorating, so we have to
solve this problem, yet we have to give
them the right to a livelihood as well.” A key
challenge is sorting out real land ownership
from profit-driven land grabbing. “We have
a government policy to reclaim forests -
from investors, but not from poor people.
With shrimp farmers, it’s generally investors,”

Somsak said. A new mixed land-use policy
will allow communities in southern Nakhon
Sri Thammarat province to use degraded
mangroves for income, on the condition
that half the area is maintained as man-
groves or converted back to them, he said.

Healthy and sustainable
Once the leading exporter of shrimp,

Thailand has been hit hard in the past few
years by a deadly disease called early mor-
tality syndrome that wiped out shrimp
populations, as well as by widespread
reports of migrant labor rights abuses. The
government and seafood industry have
scrambled to bring in measures to clean up
labor violations in their supply chains. On

the farming front, the Thai Department of
Fisheries is encouraging more environ-
ment-friendly production systems to avoid
disease and decrease pollution. That
includes planting trees to act as a filtration
system, using natural rather than artificial
feed, and steering clear of pesticides, fungi-
cides and antibiotics.

The IUCN is working with shrimp farm-
ers in Thailand, Vietnam and Bangladesh to
restore mangroves and use them sustain-
ably.  With support from the conservation
agency, farmers like Surakit are sharing
best practices with their neighbors and
across the country. Surakit’s marine shrimp
farm is among the first to be certified
organic by the Thai government. Fifteen
other farmers living nearby are on track to
be certified this year, which would increase
the organic shrimp farming area in the
community tenfold, to almost 100 hectares.
Organic yields are much lower, but each
shrimp grows much larger. Surakit says he
raises two to five shrimp per square meter,
compared to 20 to 30 per square meter on
intensive farms.

His organic shrimp sell at a higher price -
up to $27 per kg, compared to $14 per kg
for the largest shrimp from an intensive
farm. Furthermore, input costs are lower,
and organic ponds have a longer lifespan
than intensively farmed ponds, which often
become so overrun by disease and pollu-
tion they are abandoned. The plush JW
Marriott Hotel in Bangkok buys shrimp from
Surakit. In Vietnam, where the IUCN piloted
its mangroves and markets program, more
than 700 farmers are certified organic and
selling to European markets. “Mangroves
are a supermarket for humans,” said Somsak
of the mangrove conservation office,
describing a food chain from leaves and
parasites to crabs, fish and humans. “The
main producer is the trees, and everyone
else is in the chain of consumers. When
humans cut the trees, it’s the end. The food
chain is broken.”— Reuters 

Shrimp farmers restock mangrove ‘supermarket’ by going organic

KABUL: An Afghan vendor displays fish for sale along the Kabul-Jalalabad highway in Sorubi district of Kabul,
Afghanistan yesterday. — AP 

LONDON: Mauritania has some of West Africa’s
richest fishing waters yet overfishing by foreign
trawlers means that hundreds of pirogues, or
wooden canoes used by small-scale fishermen,
must go further out to sea to net ever smaller
catches. Fishing is an important part of the
mostly desert country’s economy, accounting
for 7 percent of gross domestic product and
providing about 40,000 jobs, according to the
World Bank. 

Last week, Mauritania’s minister for eco-
nomic affairs, Sid’Ahmed RaÔss, warned that as
West Africa’s chronic food insecurity forces
more people to try their hand at fishing, “over-
fishing by foreign boats is threatening our way
of life”. “Other countries in the Sahel show us,
for example, how poverty and unemployment
make fertile ground for organized crime and
terror. Take fisheries away from our people, and
they will have little else to lose,” he said in a
statement.

More people could benefit from fisheries in
Mauritania and elsewhere if there was better
governance of the sector with greater trans-
parency over licenses and concessions agree-
ments, the founder of Transparency
International said in an interview. “The benefits
of good governance would be tremendous if
the illegal and unreported fisheries were
reduced. Many countries could have millions
and millions of tons of fish or (millions of dol-
lars in) revenues at their disposal,” Peter Eigen
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation by tele-
phone from Berlin.

West Africa alone loses at least $1.3 billion a
year from illegal, unreported and unregulated
fishing, according to a 2014 report by the
Africa Progress Panel, which campaigns for sus-
tainable development in Africa. Widespread
corruption and few resources for enforcement
mean huge foreign trawlers often venture into
areas near the coast which are reserved for arti-
sanal fishermen. This allows them to drag off
tons of catch in waters rich in snapper, sar-
dines, mackerel and shrimp - putting the liveli-
hoods and food security of millions of locals at
risk. The importance of the world’s oceans was
recognized last year when the United Nations
adopted a set of goals aimed at fostering sus-
tainable development, including one dedicat-
ed to the conservation of oceans, seas and
marine resources.

Poorly governed
One way of improving governance is for

more information to be disclosed on the quo-
tas being sold to foreign fishing firms and how
licensing agreements are being implemented,
Eigen said. This could lead to wider discussions
on whether companies were fishing outside
the fishing season, using the proper equip-
ment or landing a portion of their catch to
allow locals to benefit from income earned
through processing, he said. “All this will be
very helpful in creating peer pressure among
various actors for better governance ... in a sec-
tor which is presently very poorly governed,”
Eigen said. A former World Bank manager,
Eigen was also founding chairman of the
Extractives Industries Transparency Initiative
(EITI), a pioneering project that sets standards
for companies to publish what they pay for oil,
gas and minerals and for governments to dis-
close what they receive.

Modelled on EITI, a Fisheries Transparency
Initiative (FITI) is in the works with Mauritania
due to announce this week that it has set up a
group of government officials, industry figures
and campaigners to promote transparency in
fisheries contracts. “This will only work if not

only one country does this but also if neighbor-
ing countries, regional countries, global institu-
tions participate,” Eigen said, adding that he
hoped Seychelles, Indonesia, Costa Rica and
Senegal would set up similar groups by the end
of the year.

Some experts say EITI - a voluntary effort -
lacks teeth and argue that it has allowed com-
panies with dubious track records on the envi-
ronment to say they are acting responsibly.
They also say revenue transparency does not
always translate into greater government

accountability, especially in countries that stifle
freedom of speech. “Transparency is just one
component,” said Andre Standing, who works
for the Coalition for Fair Fisheries
Arrangements. “A lot depends on how people
are able to use that information and whether
they can put pressure on governments and
companies to change behaviors where needs
be,” he told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
However, Eigen said “information transparency
creates a momentum” which can eventually
lead to meaningful change. — Reuters

Mauritania depleted seas highlight 
the need for fishing transparency

Overfishing by foreign boats threatening the way of life

KUALA LUMPUR: A Malaysia Muslim woman (left) buys fish at Kuala Lumpur’s popular Chow
Kit market. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: The mystery behind the
extinction of a huge flightless bird called
Genyornis that flourished in the grasslands
and woodlands of prehistoric Australia may
have been solved, with burned eggshells as
the clue and people as the culprits.
Scientists said on Friday burn patterns
detected on eggshell fragments indicate
that the humans who first arrived in
Australia roughly 50,000 years ago gathered
and cooked the big bird’s eggs, playing hav-
oc with its reproductive success.

The study is the first to provide direct evi-
dence that these early human inhabitants
preyed on the remarkable large animals that
once thrived in Australia but disappeared
after people got there, University of
Colorado geological sciences professor
Gifford Miller said. Genyornis, at almost 7
feet tall (2 meters) and perhaps 500 pounds
(225 kg), was much bigger than today’s large
flightless birds like the ostrich or emu. It pos-
sessed powerful legs, small wings, large
claws and a big beak for eating fruit, nuts
and maybe small prey. It was a member of a
family of giant birds called dromornithids,
some reaching 10 feet (3 meters) tall and
1,100 pounds (500 kg), that was related to
ducks, geese and swans.  Genyornis van-
ished around 47,500 years ago, Miller said.
The researchers analyzed burned Genyornis

eggshell fragments, some only partially
blackened, discovered at more than 200
sites. The eggs were the size of a cantaloupe,
weighing about 3-1/2 pounds (1.5 kg). “We
conclude that the only explanation is that
humans harvested the giant eggs, built a fire
and cooked them, which would not blacken
them, then discarded the fragments in and
around their fire as they ate the contents,”
Miller said. “Wild or natural fires could not
produce such patterns.  We have no direct
evidence that humans hunted the adults,
but loss of eggs certainly reduced reproduc-
tive success.”

There has been a long-running debate
over whether people caused the extinction
of Australia’s unique collection of large ani-
mals, also including a 25-feet-long (7.5
meters) monitor lizard called Megalania, a
nearly rhinoceros-sized wombat called
Diprotodon, large marsupial predators and
1,000-pound (450-kg) kangaroos. More than
85 percent of Australia’s large mammals,
birds and reptiles disappeared after people
arrived. Some expert blame human hunt-
ing, while others blame climate shifts, in
particular continental drying from about
60,000 to 40,000 years ago. With the new
study, published in the journal Nature
Communications, the case for a human role
becomes stronger, Miller said. — Reuters 

Swan song: Humans
implicated in huge

Australian bird’s demise 

LES TROIS-ILETS: A photo shows a billboard reading “You have a guest...” and featur-
ing a picture of a mosquito as part of a campaign to fight against the Zika virus in Les
Trois-Ilets, in the French overseas department of Martinique. — AFP 

GENEVA: World Health Organization experts
began emergency talks yesterday on whether
a Zika virus outbreak suspected of causing a
surge in serious birth defects in South
America should be declared a global health
emergency. The UN health agency warned
last week that the mosquito-borne virus was
“spreading explosively” in the Americas, with
the region expected to see up to four million
cases this year.

The WHO is under pressure to act quickly
in the fight against Zika, after admitting it
was slow to respond to the recent Ebola out-
break that ravaged parts of west Africa.
Although symptoms of the mosquito-borne
virus are relatively mild, it is believed to be
linked to a surge in cases of microcephaly, a
devastating condition in which a baby is born
with an abnormally small head and brain.
While it has yet to be definitively proven that
the microcephaly cases are caused in some
way by the Zika virus, WHO chief Margaret
Chan warned last week that a causal relation-
ship was “strongly suspected”.

Zika is also believed to be linked to a neu-
rological disorder called Guillain-Barre syn-
drome. Brazil sounded the alarm in October
when a rash of microcephaly cases emerged
in the northeast.  It has since become the
country worst affected by microcephaly, with
270 confirmed cases and 3,448 suspected
cases, up from 147 in 2014.  As alarm grows
over the surge in number of cases, Colombia,
Ecuador, El Salvador, Jamaica and Puerto Rico
have warned women to delay conceiving
until the Zika outbreak is brought under con-
trol. Jitters over Zika have spread far beyond
the affected areas to Europe and North
America, where dozens of cases have been

identified among people returning from holi-
day or business abroad.

Resolute action
In a bid to forge a response to the outbreak,

Chan called Monday’s closed-door meeting of
the WHO’s emergency committee to deter-
mine if Zika should be considered a “public
health emergency of international concern”.
The emergency meeting-a global telephone
conference grouping senior WHO officials, rep-
resentatives of affected countries, and interna-
tional experts-began shortly after 1200 GMT.
No decision is expected before Tuesday at the
earliest. Such consultations are relatively rare,
underlining the scale of concern felt by the
organization. The UN agency will be looking to
take resolute action on Zika after coming in for
stinging criticism over its initially sluggish
response to the devastating west Africa Ebola
outbreak. Ebola, which has killed more than
11,000 people in west Africa since late 2013,
was declared a global health emergency in
August 2014 and continues to carry that label. 

As for Zika, there is currently no treatment
and the WHO has said it would likely take
more than a year to develop a vaccine. The
virus is transmitted by the Aedes aegypti
mosquito, which also spreads dengue fever
and the chikungunya virus. It produces flu-
like symptoms including a low-grade fever,
headaches, joint pain and rashes. WHO has so
far refrained from issuing travel warnings
related to Zika, stressing that the most effec-
tive form of prevention is getting rid of stag-
nant water where mosquitos easily breed,
and using personal protection against mos-
quito bites such as using repellant and sleep-
ing under mosquito nets. —AFP 

WHO mulls declaring global 
health emergency over Zika

BEIJING: A China-based startup firm
launched a campaign Monday to fund a proj-
ect which would allow people to monitor air
pollution locally, and to crowd-source data on
the problem in many countries around the
world. Airvisual.com, based in Beijing, has
designed a personal pollution measuring
device that can feed air quality data into a
worldwide network, providing up-to-the-
minute information on local conditions as
well as three-day forecasts.

The company launched a campaign
Monday on crowdfunding web site
indiegogo.com to try to fund production of
the device called the “Node”, which can track
levels of CO2 and PM2.5, harmful microscopic
particles that penetrate deep into the lungs.
Users outside China can opt to send informa-

tion from the device to the company, from
which it can develop its pollution modeling
and forecasting capabilities. 

But the feature will not be available for
Chinese users, the website said, due to govern-
ment regulations preventing individuals from
sharing outdoor air quality information “pub-
licly”. Air quality information is published on an
hourly basis in many parts of China, but there
are currently few options for people to moni-
tor conditions in their home or workplace.
Although the company is based in China, its
devices will be available for sale around the
world. The company describes itself as a “social
enterprise”. Its goal is not profit but to let peo-
ple “help protect themselves and thrive in a
polluted environment”, said company co-
founder Yann Boquillod. —AFP

China-based startup aims 
to monitor air pollution


