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WE FOCUS ON SYMPTOMS, NOT CAUSES

Wallace, G K

HEADNOTE

We must get to the root of eco-problems.

It took threatening to sue, but the Center for Biological Diversity finally prodded the National Marine Fisheries Service
(NMFS) to add elkhorn and staghorn corals to the federal list of threatened species in June. Once the dominant
reef-builders throughout Florida and the Caribbean, elkhorn and staghorn corals-they're animals, not plants-have been
disappearing since the early 1980's.

The listing acknowledges that these corals could face extinction in the foreseeable future. They have declined by more
than 97 percent in the Florida Keys and other areas. But the NMFS points out that dying corals aren't the real problem.
They're more of a symptom. In the final rule published in the Federal Register, the agency identifies a host of underlying
threats to these corals. It singles out disease, warming oceans and hurricanes as the three most serious threats and
concludes that all three are "severe, unpredictable, likely to increase in the foreseeable future and, at current levels of
knowledge, unmanageable."

These are the more serious problems. But even these problems are just symptoms. The root problem runs much deeper.
Consider some of the other threats the NMFS lists: silt, pollution, increased C02 dissolving from the atmosphere, and
rising sea levels. Trace all these threats back to their sources, and most scientific evidence brings us back to the role
human activities have played in creating or aggravating them. That's the real problem.

The Tucson-based Center for Biological Diversity tried to address this fact. In a press release issued in May, the Center
reminded everyone that, technically, now that the corals are protected, major dischargers of greenhouse gases will have to
"consider the impact of global warming on these corals" and could be required to change their ways. That's unlikely to
happen, of course, but the Center deserves credit for at least trying to address this root cause-because, ultimately, it's the
only approach that works. It may be more difficult than viewing problems in isolation and tackling them one by one, but
treating symptoms instead of causes has a way of backfiring. Often, it only creates new problems and makes things worse.

In Florida, for instance, scientists have discovered that one type of hydrilla, a highly invasive fresh-water plant, is
becoming resistant to fluridone, the only herbicide approved for use against it. Hydrilla, originally an imported aquarium
plant, has spread to some 20 states since appearing in Florida in the 1950's. Now, researchers are worried now that this
resistant strain will spread quickly too. In areas where hydrilla-infested lakes supply drinking water and herbicides can't
be used, officials sometimes stock lakes with sterile, hydrilla-eating grass carp. But stock a lake with too many carp and
they can eliminate all plant life, disrupting habitats and contributing to algae blooms.

It's a sadly familiar dynamic in environmental work: Try to isolate and correct one problem and something else gets
thrown off. Mistake a symptom for a problem and the real problem only gets worse.

Consider how different coastal communities are struggling with their fisheries problems. In New Jersey, sports fishermen
and NMFS scientists are at odds about the robustness of the fluke population. Along the Gulf of Mexico, most parties
agree that the red snapper population is severely depleted but can't agree on what to do about it. In California and Oregon,
commercial salmon fishing was shut down in August when that fishery failed. The Department of Commerce explained in



a press release that fishery closings are decided on a "case-by-case basis"-as they should be when people's livelihoods
are at stake. But these cases are all symptoms of something larger.

The fact is, the world's fisheries are in serious trouble. The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization estimates
that almost 75 percent have been fished "to their limits, or beyond." Industrial fishing practices on the high seas are
rapidly destroying whole ocean ecosystems. The draft of a new U.N. report points to bottom-trawling-in which ships drag
nets and other heavy equipment across the ocean floor, demolishing everything in their path-as one of the worst practices.

Bottom-trawling is not a symptom of the looming collapse of the ocean's fisheries. It's a cause. The U.N. General
Assembly is scheduled to vote on a worldwide bottom-trawling moratorium in November. The Bush administration says it
might be willing to hold American bottom-trawling operations to their present size for the next three years and revisit the
subject then, but that's all. Yet as marine biologist and conservationist Sylvia Earle wrote in The Sacramento Bee, "three
more years of trawls razing the deep-sea floor could cost us thousands of years of marine life in the making."

Getting to root causes as vast as international bottom trawling and taking sweeping action to address them is not as
impossible as it may appear. Remember the ozone hole? Twenty years ago, in August 1986, a NOAA research team led by
NOAA scientists Susan Solomon and David Hoffmann traveled to Antarctica to study the then recently discovered hole in
the ozone layer and try to determine its cause. In two months' time, Solomon figured out that human production and use of
chlorofluorocarbons was a main culprit. In 1987, the United Nations drafted the Montreal Protocol, calling for these
chemicals to be phased out. In 1989, almost 30 countries ratified the Protocol, including the United States. (The number is
now 175.) That's three years start to finish-the same amount of time the administration wants to keep bottom-trawling.

The NOAA team recently provided an update on the status of the ozone hole and how human activities are affecting it
now. The news was cautiously good. "The patient hasn't recovered," said NOAA scientist David Hoffman. "But it's not
getting any sicker." Healing could happen in 50 or 60 years, he said, if humans stay the course-and, other experts add, if
global warming doesn't undo the progress made. That's not a promise, but it is an indication of what we can perhaps
accomplish when we shift our focus from symptoms to causes.

The parties to the U.N.'s Kyoto Protocol-which aims to limit emissions of the greenhouse gasses that contribute to global
warming-will meet in Nairobi in November, the same month the U.N. will consider the bottom-trawling moratorium. The
United States doesn't support the Kyoto Protocol either. But that hasn't stopped local and state governments from trying to
address this root cause of so many emerging environmental crises-the possible extinction of elkhorn and staghorn corals,
among them.

At the June 2005 U.S. Conference of Mayors, 168 mayors from 37 states committed their cities to the Protocol, and a
number of states have now adopted greenhouse-gas emissions targets. In Anchorage, Alaska, where the Portage Glacier
has retreated so far that it can no longer be seen from a visitors center built 20 years ago, Mayor Mark Begich was
recently preparing to host a contingent of the U.S. mayors who've pledged to try to reduce carbon dioxide levels in their
jurisdictions. "Instead of slides and DVDs, they can see some of the effects in Alaska," Begich told The Oregonian. "It has
an Impact. That's what we want to show."

In California, Republican Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger announced on September 27th, "We simply must do
everything we can in our power to slow down global warming before it is too late." Then he signed California's "Global
Warming Solutions Act of 2006" into law.

Some people, scientists among them, think it's already too late. Maybe. But Schwarzenegger predicts that other states and
countries will follow California's lead "when they see all the great work that we are doing. Also our federal government
will follow us-trust me."

Call him a dreamer. Maybe he is. But at least he and others like him are trying to address this root threat to the natural
systems that sustain us all. And that's a start.

SIDEBAR

Once the dominant reef builders throughout the Caribbean, elkhorn coral and staghorn coral like those below have
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declined by 97 percent in the Florida Keys.

Several species of albatross feeding on orange roughy heads and bycatch behind the Belize-registered deep sea trawler
Chang Xing in international waters in the Tasman Sea. (left) Bering Sea off Alaska. Discharge shoot from the factory
trawler BROWN'S POINT which was fishing for pollock. The bycatch is ground into meal before discharge into the sea.
(above) Industrial bottom trawling can cripple whole ocean ecosystems. Trawls nets snare coral, turtles, dolphins and
many non-marketable fish.

One type of hydrilla, a highly invasive fresh-water plant is becoming resistant to the only herbicide approved for use
against it.
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