
 

Boom or bust in a jelly bloom market

April 2 2015, by Andrew Frederick Johnson

  
 

  

Cannonball Jellyfish in the Gulf of California. Credit: Yazmin Flores for GCMP,
CC BY-NC-ND

The earth's climate is changing and extreme weather events are on the
rise. Hurricanes are wreaking havoc with more ferocity, summers are 
getting warmer and winters colder. But what about our oceans? They,
too, are warming.
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http://www.pnas.org/content/109/37/E2415.abstract
http://www.pnas.org/content/109/37/E2415.abstract
http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v436/n7051/full/nature03906.html
http://iopscience.iop.org/1748-9326/7/1/014007
http://www.pnas.org/content/108/44/17905.abstract
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/287/5461/2225.short


 

With the seas' temperature rise has come an increased frequency of
bloom events. These are rapid increases in the abundance of (normally)
planktonic species, often associated with seasonal events or climatic
phenomena. The duration of a bloom event depends on a number of 
environmental conditions, including temperature, light and nutrient
availability. A well known example is the green algae that struck
Qingdao, China during the 2008 Olympic sailing events.

With oceanic temperatures steadily creeping upwards, the general
consensus is that such bloom events are on the rise in many areas.
Although bloom events can cause significant problems in fisheries, some
blooms can prove useful to fishers.

A recent study in the upper Gulf of California, also known as the Sea of
Cortez, demonstrates just this relationship between fishers and blooms.
Researchers from the Gulf of California Marine Program describe how
in the summer of 2012, local fishermen were host to a huge bloom of
non-native Cannonball Jellyfish (Stomolophus meleagris). Thanks to the
fast-growing Chinese dried-jelly market, the bloom made the local
fishermen US$3.5 million in just 40 days.

Above-average surface temperatures and algal blooms promoted the
growth of the jellies in the Guaymas basin, which is midway up the Gulf
of California. These advantageous feeding conditions meant that what
could have been a normal amount of jellyfish turned into a floating
swarm. The jellies traveled north with the prevailing currents for 30 days
until reaching the Santa Clara basin area of the Gulf, 750km north of
Guaymas, where the bloom was fished.
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http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1529-8817.2010.00815.x/full
http://rstb.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/365/1555/3215
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/07/01/world/asia/01algae.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/07/01/world/asia/01algae.html?_r=0
http://www.pnas.org/content/103/39/14288.short
http://www.readcube.com/articles/10.1111%2Fj.1529-8817.2010.00815.x?r3_referer=wol&tracking_action=preview_click&show_checkout=1&purchase_site_license=LICENSE_DENIED_NO_CUSTOMER
http://www.nrcresearchpress.com/doi/abs/10.1139/f94-087#.VRBl0bpDY0s
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/fme.12115/full
http://gulfprogram.ucsd.edu


 

  

Credit: M Wukusick for GCMP, CC BY-NC-ND

The jelly bloom brought added revenue and employment to the upper
gulf, but the story is not as rosy as it first seems. With such a large pulse
to the local economy, and the assumption that the bloom would be a
regular annual fixture, fishermen began investing in equipment and
training courses (promoted by local fisheries managers) to prepare for
the coming year's anticipated harvest. Alas, in 2013, the jellyfish never
appeared and the local fishers' investment was lost.
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http://www.oem.com.mx/laprensa/notas/n3041845.htm


 

With bloom events on the rise and many fish stocks facing unsustainable
exploitation pressures, it seems clear that such jelly-fishery events will
become more common in our seas and jellies more abundant in fish
markets, albeit those in Asia. It is, however, important that careful
investment is made in fickle fisheries stocks, like the jellies, that appear
sporadically with low predictability. Similar stories of the rise and fall of
cannonball jellyfish echo along the Southeast US continental shelf, but
over longer and unpredictable time frames, highlighting the difficulty in
relying on such blooms even over the longer term.

  
 

  

Slimy catch during the jellyfish bloom in 2012. Credit: Hector GCMP, CC BY-
NC-ND

If fishermen mis-invest and lose confidence in a fishery and local
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https://www.dnr.sc.gov/marine/mrri/SEAMAP/pdf/10yr.pdf


 

management, it will have negative consequences in the long term. The
divide between rules – such as catch limits, closed seasons and protected
areas – and compliance will likely widen as overall profits are reduced
and the hunt for declining fishes increase.

In order to ensure full benefit is gained from new fishery opportunities
without post-fishery "bust" scenarios, it is imperative that scientists,
managers and fishers work together to make both economically and
ecologically sound decisions based on long-term outlooks. Ways to get it
right will include avoiding flooding markets and maintaining good
market prices for catch, fishing within biological limits of species to
prevent stock collapses and aid future stock booms, and using robust
science, based on long-term data to make good predictions on future
catches.

This story is published courtesy of The Conversation (under Creative
Commons-Attribution/No derivatives).
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