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Willemm Dekker [2004] Slipping through our hands - Population dynamics of the European eel 

Epilogue: : 

Worldwidee decline of eel resources 
necessitatess immediate action 
FisheriesFisheries 28:28-30 (2003) 

Thee steep decline in populations of eels (Anguilla spp.) endangers the immediate future of these legendary fish. 
Withh less than 1% of major juvenile resources remaining, precautionary action must be taken immediately, to 
sustainn the stocks. 

Eelss are curious animals. Despite decades of scientific 
research,, crucial aspects of their biology remain a mystery. 
Inn recent decades, juvenile abundance has declined dra-
maticallyy (Figure 1): by 99% for the European eel (A 
anguilla)anguilla) and by 80% for the Japanese eel (A. japonica). 
Recruitmentt of American eel (A. rostrata) to Lake Ontario, 
nearr the species' northern limit , has virtually ceased. Other 
eell  species also show indications of decline. The causes of 
thee downward trends are yet unclear, in part due to the 
catadromouss lif e history of these fishes, which has so far 
madee it impossible to observe their spawning adults in the 
openn ocean. Because of this, the annual spawning stocks of 
eelss that successfully complete the long migration to their 
spawningg areas have never been assessed. The lack of 
accesss to basic lif e history information about the oceanic 
phasee of eels makes it especially difficul t to monitor and 
identifyy the cause of their population declines. This is in 
distinctt contrast with other declining fishes such as 
anadromouss salmon, whose spawning adults can be rela-
tivelyy easily surveyed when they return to freshwater to 
spawn,, and Atlantic cod, which spawn relatively close to 
continentall  margins and can be surveyed by standard fish-
eryy techniques. In the case of eels, which depend on fresh-
waterr and estuarine habitats for their juvenile growth 
phase,, but anthropogenic impacts (e.g., pollution, habitat 
losss and migration barriers, fisheries) are considerable and 
mayy well have been instrumental in prompting these 
declines.. Loss of eel resources wil l represent a loss of bio-
diversityy but wil l also have considerable impact on socio-
economicss of rural areas, where eel fishing still constitutes 
aa cultural tradition. Research is underway to develop a 

comprehensivee and effective restoration plan. This, how-
ever,, wil l require time. The urgent concern is that the rate 
off  decline necessitates swifter protective measures. As sci-
entistss in eel biology from 18 countries assembled at the 
Internationall  Eel Symposium 2003 organised in conjunc-
tionn with the American Fisheries Society Annual Meeting 
inn Quebec (Canada), we unanimously agree that we must 
raisee an urgent alarm now. With less than 1% of juvenile 
resourcess remaining for major populations, time is run-
ningg out. Precautionary action (e.g., curtailing exploitation, 
safeguardingg migration routes and wetlands, improving 
accesss to lost habitats) can and must be taken immediately 
byy all parties involved and, if necessary, independently of 
eachh other. Otherwise, opportunities to protect these 
speciess and study their decline wil l fade along with the 
stocks. . 

QuebecQuebec (Canada), 
AugustAugust 14, 2003 and thereafter 

Forr researchers of European eel: 

WillemWillem Dekker 
Forr researchers of American eel: 

JohnJohn M. Casselman and David K. Cairns 
Forr researchers of Japanese eel: 

KatsumiKatsumi Tsukamoto 
Forr researchers of southern-temperate eels: 

DonDon Jellyman 
Forr Aboriginal Nations involved with eel: 

HenriHenri Lickers 
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Figuree 1 Time trends in juvenile abundance of the major eel stocks of the world. For Anguilla anguilla, the average trend 
off  the four longest data series is shown, which trend appears to occur almost continent-wide; for A. rostrata, data repre-
sentt recruitment to Lake Ontario; for A. japonica, data represent landings of glasseel in Japan. 

Backgroundd to this letter 

Thiss letter was prepared as a result of the plenary discus-
sionn at the end of the International Eel Symposium. 
Followingg a suggestion by Prof. Giulio A. De Leo 
(Universityy of Parma, Italy), we unanimously agreed to 
bringg this immediate concern to light. Signatories to this 
letterr have been selected to represent the scientific com-
munitiess working on each of the Anguilla species, listed in 
orderr of magnitude of the resource, with representation 
byy Aboriginal Nations because of their longstanding asso-
ciationn with eel. Participants in this discussion were, in 
alphabeticall  order by country (affiliation) and name: 
ABORIGINALL NATIONS: H. Lickers; BELGIUM: C.G.J. 
Belpaire,, G.E. Maes; CANADA : D.K. Cairns, J.M. 
Casselman,, M. Castonguay, B. Jessop, L.A. Marcogliese, 

K.B.. Reid, V. Tremblay; DENMARK: M.I. Pedersen; 
FRANCE:: C Briand, G. Castelnaud, C. Durif, E.P. 
Feunteun,, P. Lambert, C. Sechet; GERMANY: U. Dumont; 
INTERNATIONALL (Great Lakes Fishery Commission): 
C.I.. Goddard, R. Stein; IRELAND: T.K. McCarthy; ITALY : 
G.A.. De Leo; JAPAN: J. Aoyama, M.J. Miller , K. 
Tatsukawa,, K. Tsukamoto; KOREA: T.W. Lee; NETHER-
LANDS:: W. Dekker; NEW ZEALAND: J. Boubee, D.J. 
Jellyman;; SWEDEN: H. Wickström; TAIWA N ROC: Y.S. 
Han,, Sin-Che Lee, Mei-Chen Tseng, W.N. Tzeng; UNITED 
KINGDOM:: A.W. Bark, B. Knights, B. Williams; UNITED 
STATESS OF AMERICA: L.S. Brown, S.D. Hammond, A. 
Haro,, L.M. Lee, J.D. McCleave, V.J. Vecchio, J.A. Weeder, 
S.A.. Welsh. 
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