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VALPARAISO: Off the coast of Chile, fisherman face com-
petition from a cunning carnivorous hunter that has deci-
mated their industry due to its voracious appetite. For
Chile’s fishermen, sea lions are a “plague.” “They’re an
enemy!” complained Mario Rojas to AFP. “We try to make
them go away but it’s impossible!” Part of the wider seal
family that was once hunted mercilessly all over the world,
leaving some populations close to extinction, the South
American sea lion in Chile has been protected for the last
28 years. Hunting them for their richly prized fur is illegal.

Liberated from their most dangerous predator-they are
still prey for sharks and orcas-the sea mammal’s popula-
tion has been on the rise, helped in no small part by the
abundant fodder they manage to steal from fisherman.
They have learnt to distinguish the sound of the fishing
boats’ motors, allowing them to follow the vessels as they
head out to sea. “The sea lions don’t hunt anymore. They
hear the noise of a boat and they know that the food is
there,” said Rojas. With their sharp teeth and the enor-
mous power in bodies that can weigh around 650 pounds
(300 kilograms), they manage to destroy the fishing nets
and gobble up the treats inside.

And they have some appetite, consuming 90 pounds of
fish each a day. Rojas says more than 80 percent of the
boats working in his area, around the port of Valparaiso,
return from a day’s work empty, with their nets shredded.
There, sea lions hang around on the beach or beneath the
wharf, waiting for the scraps and entrails thrown back into
the water by fishermen. Around 40 percent of the world’s
sea lion population, some 200,000 animals, live off the
coast of Chile and pose a serious threat to the fishing
industry. Local fishermen want to be able to cull their
numbers.

‘A crisis’
A decade ago, at the Portales cove at Valparaiso, where

Rojas is the fishermen’s leader, around 1,300 pounds of
fish were caught daily, but that is now down to just 110
pounds. It’s a similar situation all along the coast. “We’re
going through a crisis specifically because of sea lions, but
we also have fishing quotas. People are desperate,” said
Jose Alvarado, leader of the fishermen at Hualaihue,
around 700 miles (1,000 kilometers) to the south of the
capital Santiago. Fishermen want the ban on sea lion hunt-
ing lifted so they can control the numbers. “The only viable
solution for the fishermen is to eliminate the sea lions and
this won’t happen,” fisheries under-secretary Eduardo
Riquelme told AFP.

He admits that sea lions are creating problems for the
fishing industry but the first step in addressing the issue
will come in February with a census to establish the size of
the Chilean population of these eared seals. The govern-
ment has also agreed with fishermen to convene a com-
mission of experts to study the problem, while also eradi-
cating some of the fishermen’s bad habits, such as throw-
ing fish entrails, which sea lions feed on, back into the sea.
They’ve agreed to begin tests on boats fitted with ultra-
sound equipment to scare away sea lions, and machines
that will reel in nets quicker.

‘Catastrophic problems’
The hunting ban was imposed to preserve the South

American sea lion, after two closely related fur seal
species were almost driven extinct during the 20th centu-
ry. Chile has signed international accords to protect the
sea lion and any violation would engender serious penal-
ties, such as the suspension of salmon imports from the
United States, an industry that generates almost $4 billion
a year. The predator’s presence is necessary “to balance
food chains,” Jose Luis Brito, director at San Antonio’s nat-
ural history museum said. Hunting by humans “can pro-
duce catastrophic problems with huge consequences,

because they are the ones that control life,” said Brito. But,
“since they don’t have any rivals, and not enough preda-
tors,” their numbers are on the rise, “provoking them to

compete with another predator, which is us.” For
Riquelme, there’s only one solution: “We have to learn to
live with the sea lions.” — AFP 

Protected Chilean sea lions 
are the ‘enemy’ of fishermen

Cell-by-cell DNA 
science is
‘Breakthrough 
of 2018’
TAMPA: The US journal Science has coined as
“Breakthrough of the Year” for 2018 new technologies
that reveal how DNA cues individual cells to grow
through time. Experts say these methods will transform
science over the coming decades, allowing an ever
clearer picture of the processes behind aging, healing,

and disease. “Just as a music score indicates when
strings, brass, percussion, and woodwinds chime in to
create a symphony, a combination of technologies is
revealing when genes in individual cells switch on, cue-
ing the cells to play their specialized parts,” said the
report. “The result is the ability to track development of
organisms and organs in stunning detail, cell by cell and
through time.”

Modern methods build on the 2002 Nobel Prize-win-
ning work of John Sulston and colleagues, “who mapped
the development of the roundworm Caenorhabditis ele-
gans by painstakingly watching larvae mature cell by cell
through microscopes,” said Jeremy Berg, editor-in-chief
of the Science family of journals. “With today’s technolo-
gies, especially massively parallel DNA sequencing and
advanced fluorescence microscopy, the cells that com-
prise C. elegans have been mapped again using tag-ana-

lyze-assemble methods based on gene expression pat-
terns within each cell.”

‘Revolution is just starting’
Scientific papers have been published this year on

how a flatworm, a fish, a frog, and other organisms begin
to make organs and appendages. International
researchers are hard at work, looking for ways to apply
these techniques to human cells-how they mature, regen-
erate, and what goes wrong when cancer, diabetes or
even physical malformations occur.

Among the projects underway is an international con-
sortium called the Human Cell Atlas, which is identifying
“every human cell type, where each type is located in the
body, and how the cells work together to form tissues and
organs,” said the report. Other scientists are studying
kidney cell types, including ones that become cancerous,

as well as the interplay between maternal and fetal cells
in pregnancy. A group of 53 institutions and 60 compa-
nies across Europe, called the LifeTime consortium, is
studying cell by cell how tissues develop cancer, dia-
betes, and other diseases.

“The single-cell revolution is just starting,” said the
report in Science, which is published by the American
Association for the Advancement of Science. The win-
ner was picked after online readers were invited to vote
on a dozen pre-picked breakthroughs for the year. Of
some 12,000 votes cast, the “clear winner” was tech-
niques that enable scientists to track development at
the cellular level, it said. “These technologies create
some of the most extraordinary movies ever made,
showing how a single cell grows into the intricate tis-
sues and organs of a mature animal,” said Tim
Appenzeller, Science’s news editor.  — AFP 

Over 80% of the boats return with nets shredded

VALPARAISO: View of sea lions in Valparaiso. The hunting of sea lions is prohibited in Chile until 2021, but
their proliferation in the last decades has become a huge problem for fishermen, since they attack their nets
and rob the fish, putting their work in risk. — AFP 


