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The sea is
not a factory

THE FISHERIES ministers of the European Union will,
in their meeting this month — according to all the signs,
such as the reduction of catches to an all-time low and
scientific data on a drop in biomass — decide to close the
anchovy fishing ground in the Bay of Biscay, which should
never have been reopened. The move will come as no sur-
prise to Spanish fishermen, nor to the scientists who last
December called on Brussels to take this step. What is
surprising is that the representatives of Spain and France at
that time persuaded the Commission to open the fishing
ground, against the opinion of the fishermen themselves.
When there are no fish, political decisions cannot invent
them.

Faced with a drastic dwindling of resources, an excess of
fishing vessels, and a rise in illegal or massive catches, a
change to the structure and activity of fishing fleets to
match the available resources in each fishing ground has
come to be the central objective both of European Union
policy and of international organizations. We are looking
not at a concrete problem in one area, but at a problem
affecting fishing all over the world.

According to data from the UN Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO), some seven percent of fishing
grounds worldwide are exhausted, while 70 percent are
overfished — a situation which, apart from endangering
our resources, substantially increases the cost of the catch.
Plans have recently been implemented in Europe’s northern
seas for the recovery of species such as hake, lobster and
cod, while in the Mediterranean a grave threat looms over
tuna fisheries due to a major increase in the catch, far
beyond the authorized limit. Outside the European Union,
over-fishing ranges from the North Atlantic to countries
such as our neighbor Morocco, where fleets having no
agreements with the EU have swept some fishing grounds
clean of cephalopods.

In many cases, however, political criteria prevail against
scientific data when it comes to allotting quotas. Govern-
ments and fishing industries affected by the problem often
establish simplistic correlations between results and quotas
achieved, disregarding plans for the maintenance of increas-
ingly scarce resources.

In recent decades, Spain has been one of the defenders
of sustainable fisheries. This makes it all the more surpris-
ing that Spain has decided to support the reopening of a
fishing ground as over-exploited as that of the anchovy.
The general deterioration of fishing grounds clearly calls
for a policy of sustainable fishing methods and quotas, in
which serious information compiled by experts receives
priority when it comes to setting limits to the permissible
volume of catches. The sea is not a factory that produces
fish on the basis of demand. It has its own rules, which have
to be respected in order to assure a sustainable future.

A number of countries have seen
transitions to democracy which
have been only superficial, or
which ought to have gone fur-
ther. While democracy has ad-
vanced in the world, the fall of
dictatorships has not always led
to a fully democratic state, but
often to an intermediate one, rela-
tively stable, and the result not so
much of chance as of design, in
which reformed regimes perpetu-
ate themselves amid elections,
and a certain openness of debate
and information. Putin’s Russia,
which is to host the G-8 summit
this month in St Petersburg, and
on which European economies
increasingly depend (for gas, oil
and now steel), is perhaps the
best example of what Marina Ott-
away of the Carnegie Institute
calls “semi-authoritarian re-
gimes” or illiberal democracies.
This is a trend which, in the wake
of revolutions of different types
and the obsession with imposing
democracy from without, may
grow more acute in the near fu-
ture.

These semi-authoritarian re-
gimes accept democracy and its
formal institutions in rhetorical
terms, but show little transparen-
cy in their real workings. They
allow a very narrow margin for
real competitition for power,
though there is a certain space
for freedom of the press, political
parties and civil society. But
when NGOs or foundations be-
gin to grow too strong, as has

happened in Russia, they are
shackled and watched over by
the state. These countries are not
just imperfect, unconsolidated or
failed democracies, but countries
whose leaders have sought an al-
ternative system, while conscious-
ly limiting the degree of transfor-
mation.

Morocco, which is in transi-
tion not to democracy but to
something else, in a major but
limited process of reform, falls
into this category. As for Saudi
Arabia, it is a country where dem-
ocratic transformation is not
even discussed. In Ángeles Espi-
nosa’s fine book on Saudi Ara-
bia, one of the main absences is
precisely that of the concept of
democracy, though there is some
talk of participation, votes and
elections. Saudi Arabia, like oth-
er countries of the region — in-
cluding the “liberated” Kuwait
— is not even semi-authoritari-
an. These are countries in a pro-
cess of transformation, perhaps
of a modernization not necessari-
ly seen as westernization, but cer-
tainly not of democratization —
in spite of all plans such as the
American one for the Greater
Middle East.

The so-called “curse of oil”
may be a contributing factor.
When certain countries do not
possess democratic institutions,
but do possess raw materials —
especially when their price is soar-
ing with rising demand — they
remain mired in the semi-authori-

tarian condition. One way of
looking at Russia is as a country
that is essentially a producer and
exporter of crude oil and gas,
which has fallen into this state to
perpetuate a ruling group or
class, in this case centered on the
KGB. It may also happen that a
more or less imperfect democra-
cy may revert to a semi-authori-
tarian regime, remaining mired
in that state. This would be the
case of Venezuela with Chávez.

These leaders may admittedly
be popular. Chávez and Putin
have won elections. Some observ-
ers believe that in Belarus,
Lukashenko might well have
been reelected president, even
without electoral fraud. With the
best intentions, sometimes exter-
nal aid and international pres-
sure for democratization may be
counter-productive. Not because
they contribute to the failure of
transitions to democracy, but be-
cause they have encouraged re-
gimes to take only a few steps
toward democracy, and then re-
main stuck half-way, while receiv-
ing cover and support from insti-
tutions such as the Council of
Europe. But watch out: these re-
gimes may come unstuck, espe-
cially when the time comes for
the leader’s succession — and
they will not necessarily move in
the direction of democracy or
the West, but just the contrary.

Andrés Ortega is a regular EL PAÍS
columnist.

The Spanish gangland
The three university teachers who
wrote “The specter of the gang”
column [published in the EL PAÍS
English language edition June 3]
provided a collaborative diatribe
raising hell with the media for do-
ing their job — reporting on the
many unlawful activities of the var-
ious Latin American street gangs.
They also attempt what amounts
to a whitewash by finding fault
with the government for living con-
ditions and laws, as well as making
efforts to tear down pending
changes in the law currently being
studied. The wrap-up of their argu-
ments — “To criminalize Spain’s

Latin American gangs would only
force them underground” — is be-
yond comprehension.

Instead of wasting time and
space with meaningless rubbish,
why don’t teachers prepare a guide-
line textbook, giving instructions
step by step on how to form seri-
ous, legal enterprises, register and
file necessary government stan-
dard documents, acquire licenses
and permissions of approval? And
for some gang members, teach
work skills to apply for jobs. They
can become hard-working decent,
honest, law-abiding citizens, and
avoid all the negatives you point
out in this empty-worded article.
— Jack Nusbaum. Torremolinos

“That the world should be like this in the heart of the 21st century BC!”
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