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Fishy Falsehoods
Debunking Myths About the Fishing Industry

Ian R. Napier (UHI Shetland)



“There will be no fish left by 2048”

“Trawling produces more CO2 than aviation”

“Fish Stocks are declining”

“Trawling destroys the sea-bed”

“Marine protected areas produce five times more fish 
than unprotected areas”



https://www.shetlandfishermen.com/papers/fishy-falsehoods

https://www.shetlandfishermen.com/papers/fishy-falsehoods


https://sustainablefisheries-uw.org/

https://sustainablefisheries-uw.org/


https://www.facebook.com/sff.uk

https://www.facebook.com/sff.uk
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Total spawning stock biomass (SSB) of seven stocks for which long-term time-series are available (ICES data).

Are stocks declining?
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Total spawning stock biomass (SSB) of seven stocks for which long-term time-series are available (ICES data).
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Total spawning stock biomass (SSB) and average fishing mortality rate (F) 

of seven stocks for which long-term time-series are available.

Are stocks declining?



 Theoretical study

 Very general assumptions / guesses

 Crude global scale (50km rectangles)

 No comparison with air travel



https://sustainablefisheries-uw.org/bottom-trawling-carbon-climate-change-debunked/

https://sustainablefisheries-uw.org/bottom-trawling-carbon-climate-change-debunked/


https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-021-03371-z https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-023-06014-7

Difference in 
estimated  

CO2 release = 
2 – 3 

orders 
of magnitude 

(x100 – x1,000)

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-021-03371-z
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-023-06014-7


“Scottish Government data shows 80 per cent of Shetland’s 

seafloor is in ‘poor condition’ due to towed, 

bottom-contacting fishing.”

“58 per cent of [Scotland’s] seabed is highly disturbed.”



Scotland’s Marine Assessment 2020

https://marine.gov.scot/sma/assessment/predicted-extent-physical-disturbance-seafloor

“…predicts seafloor habitats are in poor condition 
across more than half of their area in nine out of 21 
regions…” 

https://marine.gov.scot/sma/assessment/predicted-extent-physical-disturbance-seafloor


https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2109449119

North Sea RBS Scores:

11% - 1.0 (no depletion)

72% - 0.8 (20% depletion)

3% - 0.0 (total depletion)

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2109449119


• 30 km2 squares

• 2-point scale (‘low’ or ‘high’ disturbance)

• 58% of [Scotland’s] seabed is highly disturbed

• 1 km2 squares

• Numerical scale

• 72% of North Sea has RBS score >0.8







Fishing v. Not Fishing

Fishing v. Other Means of Food Production





https://sustainablefisheries-uw.org/bottom-trawling-review-sustainable-management/

“…trawling impacts are well below most animal-source 

foods… banning bottom trawling… would actually 

increase negative global environmental impacts.”

https://doi.org/10.1093/icesjms/fsad115

https://sustainablefisheries-uw.org/bottom-trawling-review-sustainable-management/
https://doi.org/10.1093/icesjms/fsad115




It’s Complicated!





Thank You
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