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Abstract.—Ever since fishing was called recreational fishing, a cruelty charge has
hovered around somewhere in the background. In recent times, however, it has made
it to the fore substantiated by anthropomorphic reasoning and fuelled by high-visi-
bility papers claiming that fish can feel pain and suffer. Because some segments of the
public perceive the infliction of these mental states to fish as abhorrent and not out-
weighing the costs imposed on the individual fish by appropriate benefits to the hu-
man, recreational fishing is coming under attack on moral grounds. Other challenges
have also emerged that do not center on the issue of whether fish are sentient or not.
In this paper, we describe five of the most prevalent moral challenges to recreational
angling, two of which—animal welfare and wilderness-centered perspectives—can
offer a constructive outlock by calling upon improved treatment of individual fish
{animal welfare) and generally more sustainable management (wilderness perspec-
tive). In contrast, if one subscribes to animal liberation or animal rights philosophies,
the outlook for recreational fishing is generally negative: it has to stop. A final chal-
lenge is associated with the motivations of anglers, The moral argument there is that
the activity is carried out largely for angler pleasure rather than as a means of se-
curing survival. The outlook of this ethical challenge sometimes leans towards only
accepting one form of recreational fishing: catching, killing, and eating. Voluntary
catch-and-release fishing and practices such as tournament fishing with a strict total
catch-and-release policy would then not be ethically permissible. In this paper, we
highlight the origin and background of each of the five ethical challenges and explain
their implications for recreational fishing.

Introduction

Philosophy in the popular meaning of the word
has always been, and always will be, central
to recreational fishing. For example, each an-
gler has his or her own philosophy regarding
the right or wrong weather conditions and the
right or wrong bait and will also have ideas
about “the one that got away.” In contrast to the
meanderings of piscatorial contemplation, the
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academic discipline of philosophy follows more
rigorous procedures; it only recently graduated
to recreational angling and did so mainly on the
strength of ethical questions. However, within a
very short time, its tentacles reached into every
aspect of recreational angling. Presently, the de-
mands of some contemporary academic philoso-
phers as well as biologists with hidden or explicit
agendas (e.g., de Leeuw 1996; Balon 2000; Web-
ster 2005) command more and more attention in
postindustrialized societies. The constraints on
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voluntary catch and release of legally sized fish
from German and Swiss waters is a prime ex-
ample of the combined persuasiveness of moral
philosophy and science on the issue what fish
might feel if captured by an angler (Arlinghaus

et al. 2009). More and more, anglers find them- .

selves under ethical scrutiny, for example being
accused of being cruel to fish (de Leeuw 1996;
Balon 2000; Drossé 2002, 2003). How can this de-
velopment be explained? -

Before the late 20th century, the ethlcal c_hal- '

lenges to recreational fishing largely followed in
the wake of various movements directly or in-
directly concerned with human use of animals,
indicated by calls for prevention of cruelty to
animals, vegetarianism, and general social re-
form (Salt 1980). In substance, these challenges
boil down to Lord Byron’s (1788-1824) famous
lines (Byron 1823}):

And é.nglihg, too, that solitary vice,
Whatever Izaak Walton sings or says:
The quaint, old, cruel coxcomb in his

gullet

Should have a hbok and a small trout to
pull it. ‘
{Don Juan, Canto X111, cvi)

The first angling philosopher of renown to
take on this challenge was Arthur A. Luce (1959).
His book Fishing and Thinking (Luce 1959) is now
a classic. Luce implied the possibility of anglers
being cruel if the angler went fishing without the
intention to harvest fish. After Luce, it was the
perspicacious and observant angler Bryn Ham-
mond in his Haleyon Days (Hammond 1992) who
addressed the questions of cruelty and voluntary
catch and release, but it was not until Hook, Line

and Thinker by Alexander Schwab (2003) that a-

philosophically trained angler, mushroomer,
and hunter tried to put contemporary ethical
challenges to recreational fishing into perspec-
tive to lay people. Soon thereafter, J. Claude
Evans (2005), an angler and academic philoso-
pher of international standing, followed Schwab
(2003) by publishing an academically much rich-
er book entitled With Respect for Nature: Living as
Part of the Natural World. Evans was stimulated
to write his book by reflecting on the ethics of
voluntary catch and release, which follows on
from the prominent ethical challenge introduced
by Luce (1959) and which is relevant until today
(Arlinghaus 2007; Arlinghaus et al. 2007a, 2007b,

2009). Evans’ writing is of seminal importance
because it deals with most of the burning ethical
questions that contemporary recreational fish-
ing increasingly faces, and he offers new and
unexpected” perspectives. For example, Evans

' (2005:220) writes in the context of catch and re-

lease that “we need more than ever to cultivate

- experiences and practices that connect us with

integrity of wholeness....The practice of catch-
and-release is most properly based on respect for
the integrity of ecosystems and populations that
are subjected to the pressures of human use and
exploitation. Embedded in this practice is a spe-
cific respect for the individual fish one attempts
to catch and then releases.” Such a conclusion
would be unthinkable for many that base ethical
criteria on the potential ability of fish to suffer
tremendously in the process of being caught and
released, as will be detailed below,

By 2005, when Evans published his thought-

- ful analysis, the nature of the ballgame had al-

ready changed in comparison to 30 years earlier.
Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation (Singer 1990) and
Tom Regan’s The Case for Animal Rights (Regan
1983), and their academic supporters and dis-
ciples, placed recreational fishing in the wider
context of the legitimacy of animal use. As we
get closer to the present time, the specific attacks
against recreational angling based on moral phi-
losophy—with themes such as cruelty, suffering
of fish, or the presumed superflucusness of the
pursuit—increase (de Leeuw 1996; Balon 2000;
Hastein et al. 2005; Webster 2005; Huntingford
et al. 2006), and, in some countries, laws have
been enacted to constrain recreational fishing on
moral grounds {Arlinghaus 2007).

An example of the now rapidly emerging
ethical debate is Sandee et al. (2009), who call for
a “genuine ethical debate” on fish welfare and a
“framework for a discussion on fish ethics.” The
main reason given is “society’s ongoing reflec-
tion” about the use of animals. A precondition of
a sound or genuine ethical debate is, according
to Sandee et al. (2009), that the debate as such
is seen as necessary. In this context, it is worth-
while to examine in detail five kinds of partly
interrelated ethical challenges raised against rec-
reational fishing and to investigate their implica-
tions. These challenges encompass three views
that center on what happens to individual fish
when targeted by anglers, the question of the in-
tention of an angler (individual angler-centered
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challenge), and the idea that anglers are a non-
natural disturbance to wilderness and nature
(wilderness-centered challenge).

In this contribution, we shed light on these
ethical challenges that the recreational fishing
sector faces by focusing on the perceived rights
and wrongs of recreational fishing, or particular
recreational fishing practices, as voiced in the
primary literature or in the “real world.” We
shall focus on the increasingly important theme
of suffering-defined fish welfare {(Arlinghaus et
al. 2007a, 2007b, 2009) but will place this specific
concept also more broadly within the environ-
mental debate that tends to be more concerned
with the population of fish and other animals,
including the entire biotic community, rather
than with the individuals making up such com-
munities. We conclude by sketching a hybrid
ethical view that we feel to be the most construc-
tive way to move forward. -

Individual-Fish-Centered
Ethical Challenges

Recreational fishing runs under the heading of
animal use. When examining the morality of
recreational fishing, some people do not look at
the interaction between a population of anglers
and a population of fish, but focus on what hap-

" pens to an individual fish and if and when this

happening is morally justified. Animal use can
be scrutinized under three distinct headings:
animal welfare, animal liberation, and animal
rights (Arlinghaus et al. 2007a, 2007b; Arling-
haus 2008). This division is helpful in identify-
ing the origins of certain ideas, concepts, and
lines of argument from an ethical perspective. In
reality, there are overlapping areas and complex
hybrid views (Sandee and Christensen 2008). A
terminological note is needed at this point. In
colloquial language, unless otherwise specified,
the term “animal rights” covers both animal
liberation and animal rights. However, from a
philosophical perspective, a clear distinction is
needed between animal welfare, animal libera-
tion, and animal rights for better understandmg
as is described below.

Animal Welfare

In the context of fisheries, fish welfare, broadly
speaking, means taking due account of the po-

221

tential impacts of our actions on the well-being,
health, and fitness of individual fish and actin a
way that minimizes these impairments. There is
a wide variation in the definition of animal wel-
fare, but the main concept is that the animal is in
good health and is getting what it wants, if held
in captivity (Dawkins 2008). To avoid misunder-
standing and move towards practical solutions
in an objective way, it-is critical to distinguish
a science-based, objectively measurable defini-
tion of animal welfare from the issue of suffer-
ing in the world of fish and from the ethics of
animal welfare (Dawkins 2006; Arlinghaus et al.
2007a, 2009). Thus, we are critical of conjectural
suffering-centered definitions of fish welfare in
the spirit of Huntingford et al. (2006) and Sned-
don (2006), inter alia, because this approach to
fish welfare lacks objective, science-based means
to quantify the impact of fishing on the welfare
of fish (see Arlinghaus et al. 2007a, 2009 for de-
tailed critique).

Generally speaking, taking an n animal (fish)
welfare perspective allows the use of animals.
Of course, terms and conditions apply: the duty
1o care for animals, to reduce harm, and to im-
prove or maintain animal welfare are the hall-
marks. Animal welfare philosophers tend to be
anthropocentric and confine the ethical culture
to human beings (Arlinghaus et al. 2007b). The
reasoning is that animals or plants cannot rea-
sonably participate in the human ethical culture
because they lack the necessary understanding
of what is involved in human-defined ethics and
morals. An extension of the ethical culture to ani-
mals, or the biota at large, would thus be mean-
ingless to animals and plants. Not extending the
ethical culture to animals and plants, however,
does not mean that hurmans do not have obliga-
tions towards animals and plants. These obli-
gations to care for animals, including of course
fish, can originate, for example, in compassion, a
sense of beauty, or considerations of utility and /
or duty, but not out of the assumption that ani-
mals and plants are participants in the human
ethical culture or have rights in the same sense
as humans do.

The animal welfare point of view poses no
fundamental problem to recreational fishing, and
the welfare of fish can be efficiently, objectively,
and unemotionally dealt with in recreational
fisheries practices, as described, for example, in
Arlinghaus (2008), Arlinghaus et al. (2007a), and
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Arlinghaus et al. (2009) in the context of catch
and release, or, more generally, in the recently
published Code of Practice for Recreational Fish-
eries {EIFAC 2008) or in Cooke and Sneddon
(2007). What is important to realize at this stage
is that the concept of fish (animal) welfare is
one that focuses on how the actions of anglers
affect the individual fish. Animal welfare, how-
. ever, does not question the fundamental legiti-
macy of recreational fishing (i.e., it is not anti-
angling), but it might limit certain practices
deemed unacceptable by decision makers or
anglers in order to maintain or improve the wel-
fare of fish (Arlinghaus et al. 2009). Depending
on how the action of an angler affects the indi-
vidual fish, there might be the ethical obligation
to use, for instance, specific gear and handling
methods that minimize and avoid fish welfare
impairments. This might even entail abolition
of certain angling practices that are considered
unacceptable from a fish welfare perspective
{EIFAC 2008). However, fish welfare, as we un-
derstand it, does not question the generic ethi-
cal legitimacy of recreational fishing and, to be
effectively dealt with, does not depend on the
existence of particular emotional, mental, and
cognitive abilities of fish (Rose 2007; Arling-
haus et al. 2009). Because animal welfare can
be defined objectively using physiological and
behavioral metrics of impaired fish well-being,
animal welfare perspectives allow scientists to
state falsifiable hypotheses about the impacts of
angling practices on fish, test those hypotheses,
and provide scientifically supported advice to
fisheries managers and anglers on how to im-
prove contentious practices (Arlinghaus et al.
2009).

Animal Liberation

The philosophy of animal liberation is a com-
pletely different kettle of fish; it also centers on
individual fish. Animal liberation is a complex
utilitarian philosophy that extends the ethical
culture to everything that suffers. Peter Singer
is the “inventor” and ardent promoter of ani-
mal liberation (Singer 1990). Utilitarians focus
on the consequences of human actions (i.e.,
results count), and whichever action produces
most happiness and least pain is the right one.
Utilitarianism is therefore also referred to as
consequentialism.
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Utilitarians like Singer (1990) usually take
it for granted that fish can feel pain and suf-
fer, and that is why fish are supposed to pos-
sess interests in the utilitarian sense. However,
there is considerable scientific uncertainty as
to whether fish can actually consciously feel
pain and suffer (Rose 2002, 2007; Newby and
Stevens 2008a, 2008b). Despite this uncertainty,
a small group of prominent writers in the fish
welfare literature push the hypothesis that fish
indeed (very likely) feel pain and suffer and
have other higher-order mental states typically
confined to mammals {(Huntingford et al. 2006;
Sneddoen 2006; Braithwaite 2010). This hypoth-
esis is scientifically problematic because it
cannot be falsified in practical terms. To falsify
it, one would need to investigate all fish on
earth for their ability to consciously feel pain
and suffer. By contrast, the scientifically cor-
rect hypothesis that fish neither do feel pain
nor suffer is amendable to scientific analysis
and falsification by finding one fish on earth
with the ability to feel pain or suffer. However,
by reversing the hypothesis and stating that

fish can feel pain or suffer, the burden to test

(ie., falsify) the hypothesis is put on the an-
gling community or the fisheries profession.
Because pain and suffering cannot be mea-
sured objectively and because it is impossible
to test all fish on earth for their ability to feel
pain, this results in a “mission impossible”; it
is nonetheless a very clever strategy to pull out
of the creel and is called the “precautionary
principle” or the “benefit of the doubt.” Basi- .
cally, the benefit of the doubt can neutralize
everything, in particular common sense.
Irrespective of this fundamental scientific
concern, this fish-feel-pain claim prepares the
ground for utilitarians with animal liberation
leanings who intend to weigh between the inter-
ests of the anglers and the interests of the fish.
Why talk of interests in the first place? Singer
notes, “The capacity for suffering and enjoyment
is a prerequisite for having interests at all, a con-
dition that must be satisfied before we can speak
of interests in a meaningful way” (Singer 1990:7).
In consequence, this means that if something
does not suffer, it ceases to be morally relevant.
However, if it does suffer and thus has interests,
a utilitarian calculus to balance potential benefits
flowing to the human that uses an animal must
be conducted by balancing the benefits against
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the potential costs experienced by the animal.
From this line of reasoning, it is obvious why
some scientists are preoccupied with the fish-
feel-pain question.

While balancing the interest of fish against
the interests of those intending to capture fish
during leisure time can be seen as reasonable
by some, it remains a mystery to others how ex-
actly this calculus works and how it can exclude
utter arbitrariness (Arlinghaus et al. 2009). The
results of utilitarian calculi following suffering-
centered approaches can indeed be surprising.
While, according to Singer, infanticide {Singer
1999), euthanasia, and sex with animals (Singer
2001) can be permissible, recreational fishing is
not because fish suffer in the act and their suf-
fering is perceived to outweigh the pleasure of
the angler (Singer 1990:172). The key role of suf-
fering in animal liberation philosophies is why
the scientifically hotly debated question as to
whether fish may or may not have the ability
to feel pain and consciously suffer is of para—
mount importance.

As was explained above, the interests of
fish, which animal liberationists presume to
be real, are based on the concept of suffering
while the ecologist and evolutionary biologist
would probably build an argument on the pre-
sumed interests of fish by looking at survival
and reproductive output (i.e., biologically rel-
evant attributes of fitness; EIFAC 2008). While
it is not known with certainty whether and
how fish might feel emotionally (Rose 2007), it
is clear that all life has a fundamental interest
in survival and reproduction. Note that some
animal liberationist-driven utilitarian calculi
would automatically collapse if one shifts the
focus on what the interest of a fish comprises.
For example, the suffering-centered perspec-
tive regards the infliction of pain and suffering
in the process of catch and release generally as
unacceptable, preferring to kill the fish rath-
er than to release it (Webster 2005). If, on the
other hand, one would base a utilitarian cal-
culus on the biologically meaningful concepts
of survival and reproduction, the result could
certainly favor catch and release over catch
and kill. That is supposing that recreational
angling is permissible in the first place, which,
of course, is not usually the case for many that
write about the issue of whether fish feel pain
and suffer in the context of recreational fishing
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(Arlinghaus et al. 2009). These writers tend to
hide their general discomfort with the practice
of recreational fishing under lengthy treatises
about the ability of fish to feel pain and suffer
and the need for anglers to justify their treat-
ment of sentient fish.

Some fish and fisheries scientists concerned
with the political power of fish-feel-pain claims
and with the associated anthropomorphic over-
load have published critiques of papers claim-
ing to have found evidence for fish being able to
experience pain and suffering (Rose 2002, 2003,
2007; Newby and Stevens 2008a, 2008b). Their
main concern is with the scientific quality of a set
of studies by Lynn Sneddon and colleagues (e.g.,
Sneddon 2003; Sneddon et al. 2003; Reilly et al.
2008). The findings of these studies are open to
alternative interpretations and even completely
opposing conclusions (see Rose 2007; Newby
and Stevens 2008a, 2008b). It is thus inherently
uncertain on scientific grounds if fish can con-
sciously feel pain and suffer. While it is highly
unlikely that a fish’s emotional experience is
anything near a human experience (Huntingford
et al. 2006; Rose 2007), it is probable that the out-
come of a purely emotional weighing procedure
between the suffering-defined interests of indi-
vidual fish and the individual angler will usu-
ally work against the accused (ie., the angler)
when the pleasure felt by the angler is assumed
to count less than the negative mental states as-
sumed to be experienced by the individual fish.

In contrast to many animal liberation sym-
pathizers in the field of animal ethics, fisheries
professionals acknowledge the wider benefits
that angling brings to society and do not only
weigh individual angler pleasure against indi-
vidual fish pain. However, note that the utilitar-
ian calculus often—clearly not always—operates
by weighing the individual costs and benefits
(ie., it is irrelevant whatever wider benefits
recreational fishing creates for society at large;
Drosgsé 2003). This is a very important point to
understand because it creates confusion among
those who argue that the benefits of recreational
fishing go beyond the mere pleasure felt by the
individual anglers.

As we have shown, in the context of animal
liberation philosophy, the ability to suffer takes
center stage because without it, animal libera-
tion constructs regarding recreational angling
would collapse. What would it mean if fish did
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not suffer? “Fish do not suffer” equals “fish
have no interests”; “no interests” equals “no
moral concern.” If there is no moral concern,
there is no subject for an ethical debate from an
animal liberation perspective. But would fish
welfare cease to be a subject if fish did not suf-
fer? Clearly not (Rose 2007), and most fisher-
ies stakeholders agree that taking due account
of fish welfare is important irrespective of the
question as to whether fish are sentient (Hasler
et al. 2011). The focus on the presumed suffer-
ing of fish that is typical for animal liberation-
ists and those who use such jargon (e.g., Sandee
et al. 2009; Sneddon 2009; Braithwaite 2010
thus cannot do justice to fish welfare issues and
may even be detrimental to total fish welfare
(Arlinghaus et al. 2009). The emphasis on suf-
fering could be construed as being at the cen-
tre of a value-loaded perspective by giving the
individual fish the same or more consideration
than an individual human (i.e., the angler).

Animal Rights

Peter Singer probably is the most influential
living philosopher in the Western world. He is
hailed as “the father of animal rights,” although
he does notbelieve in rights at all. Animal rights
have been promoted by another philosopher,
Tom Regan (1983). Note that for Regan, animal
suffering is of secondary importance—instead,
he is focused on rights. For Regan and many, if
not all, animal rights supporters, all “subjects-
of-a-life” (i.e., most animals and ourselves)
have inherent (intrinsic) value. Inherent value
does not come in degrees; all subjects-of-a-life
possess it in the same way (Regan 1983). This
sounds straightforward, but there are a couple
of ifs and buts connected to the “subject-of-a-
life” criterion. Not all that lives is necessarily a
subject of a life. In order to be such a subject,
you need, according to Regan (1983), among
other things, the capacity to have interests, an
idea of your own welfare, and an emotional
life. These capacities come in degrees. Those
who have them all, and in working order, are
moral agents. The paradigmatic moral agent is
a “normal” human adult (Regan 1983). Those
who do not have them all, or have them all but
to a lesser degree, are moral patients. Infants,
young children, the “mentally deranged or
enfeebled” (Regan 1983:153), and animals are
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the paradigmatic moral patients (Regan 1983).
According to Regan, moral patients are at the
receiving end of the actions of moral agents.
Beings with no consciousness are not subjects
of a life, and there are, of course, borderline
cases: frogs and fish, for example, about which
we do not know as to whether they are con-
scious or not (Rose 2002, 2007). However, here,
again, there are a number of fish scientists
who, maybe unintentionally, feed anthropo-
morphism to the wider public, and political
elites, by using terms from human psychology
in the context of fish biology, such as cogni-
tion, mental state, emotion, fear, suffering,
pain, complex learning abilities, and other con-
cepts (Huntingford et al. 2006; Sneddon 2006;
Braithwaite and Boulcott 2008). The result is
that fish are made human-like, at least jargon-
wise. The person on the street or the politician
in a national parliament in charge of voting for
a law that prohibits or largely constrains the
use of fish by humans is unaware that a fish
experience is probably nothing like a human
or mammalian experience. He or she might
equate the fish’s emotional life with human or
mammalian emotional capabilities because the
fish experience is being described with terms

* borrowed from human psychology. While it is

well known, accepted, and indeed fascinating
that fish have astoundingly complex behav-
ioral and potentially cognitive abilities, there
is presently no possibility to measure mental
abilities and consciousness objectively (Rose
2007). If we cannot measure mental states in
fish, we cannot talk about them in a meaning-
ful way. We can, however, give fish the ben-
efit of the doubt (Sneddon 2006), which, in es-
sence, is a subjective moral decision and very
popular in certain circles. :

This is usually not helpful for the recre-
ational angler because what the anthropomor-
phizing jargon intentionally or unintentionally
does is to feed Tom Regan'’s “subject-of-a-life”
criterion. Fish are becoming moral patients
and are included in the respect principle,
which says that all subjects of a life have a pri-
ma facje right not to be harmed (Regan 1983).
In many prosperous countries, scientists have
practical experience of the pervasiveness of
fish becoming moral patients: for every experi-
ment that involves some degree of harming of
a fish (e.g., hooking a fish or taking a blood
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sample), an extensive proposal including justi-
fication must be put forward and approved by
an ethics committee before the experiment can
go ahead. This is not Regan’s philosophy in
practice because he would object to any type
of experiment or use of animals, but it shows
the degree of acceptance of the idea that an in-
dividual fish has intrinsic value such that any
harsh treatment must be justified. This will
sooner or later also affect recreational fishing
in societies increasingly disconnected from
wildlife, where fish and wildlife become of
symbolic importance rather than a resource of
use to humans (see Manfredo 2008). -

Animal rights, as understood by Tom
Regan, are absolutely uncompromising. While
it is not impossible that some utilitarian calcu-
lus might yield a positive result for recreational
fishing—it all depends on the consequences of
actions—Regan’s rights view takes no prison-
ers: all animal use has to cease, and about rec-
reational fishing he says, “Even assuming birds
and fish are not subjects-of-a-life, to allow their
recreational or economic exploitation is to en-
courage the formation of habits and practices
that lead to the violation of the rights of animals
who are - subjects-of-a-life” (Regan 1983:417).
Regan’s own words best encapsulate the mind-
set and outlook on wildlife and the role of hu-
mans. About wildlife management, he states
that “the goal of wildlife management should
be to defend wild animals in the possession of
their rights, providing them with the opportu-
nity to live their own life, by their own lights, as
best they can, spared that human predation that
goes by the name of ‘sport.” We owe this to wild
animals, not out of kindness, nor because we
are against cruelty, but out of respect for their
rights” (Regan 1983:357). What does this mean
for recreational fishing? The stance is clear: it
has to stop, immediately; it is ethically wrong.

In this section of individual fish-centered
challenges, we have seen that recreational
fishing is permissible if one subscribes to an
animal welfare perspective. What matters is
that harm to the individual fish is minimized
through appropriate conduct. In contrast, as-
suming that fish can suffer, animal liberation
reasoning may result in any type of outcome
depending on the values set by the “utilitar-
ian mathematician” on either side of the equa-
tion, weighing benefits to the individual hu-
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man against cost to the individual fish, This is
thus the most subjective view of all, and solv-
ing this in public discussion is only possible
by convincing rhetoric. In addition, the main
criterion that fish are indeed able to suffer and
feel pain is not amenable to objective scientific
falsification and is thus open to free specula-
tions and a largely emotional debate. Finally,
animal rights perspectives are, in contrast to
suffering-centered - perspectives, refreshingly
clear: fish are moral patients because they are
given the benefit of the doubt. Based on this
perspecnve, recreatwnal f1sh1ng must cease.

Indtvndual Angler -Centered
Ethical Challenges

So far, we have examined prominent moral
challenges to recreational fishing that originate
from the perspective of what happens to the
individual fish. However, there have also been
some philosophical reflections on a different
form of ethical challenge that centers on the
intention of the angler to determine the ethi-
cal value of the act (Olsen 2003). The objection
is quite common in informal context, and the
critique claims that what is wrong is that rec-
reational fishing is carried out for fun, largely
irrespective of what a fish might feel. It is im-
portant to realize that the “for-fun” argument
is even more persuasive if the fun is construed
to be achieved by playing with sentient food
for no reason. The basis of the argument is that
recreational fishing is conducted during lei-
stire time and does not serve essential survival
needs of the angler While catching fish for es-
sential needs is seen as permissible by many,
fishing for fun may be considered unethical.
On this reading, the angler’s motive is what
counts for judging the ethical permissibility of
the act (Olsen 2003).

- This is a rather different approach from the
utilitarianism or the rights theory as expound-
ed above. Instead of focusing on the different
amounts of pain caused by the actions of an-
glers or on what is required in order to respect
the rights of fish, the emphasis is now on the
person and his or her motivations and inten-
tions. In this context, one important observation
for judging the ethical permissibility of recre-
ational fishing is the one by List (1997), Scruton
(1998), Schwab (2003), and Olsen (2003): there
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is probably no angler on earth who purposely
enjoys inflicting pain and suffering on fish. For
many, if not all, anglers, recreational fishing is a
multidimensional experience that involves the
catching and maybe the harvesting of fish (Fe-
dler and Ditton 1994}, If this catch is killed and
eaten, and thus the intention of the angler was to
engage in a natural act of predation concomitant
with a range of positive emotions, there seems to
be no reasonable ethical objection (Olsen 2003),
as long as eating animals is permissible for hu-
mans. However, this changes if we think of the
practice of voluntary catch and release, which
might be perceived by some as a nonnatural
predator-prey interaction (Arlinghaus 2008).
Thus, one might conclude, based on the ethical
perspective of the individual angler and his or
her intention, that harvest-oriented angling is
ethical while angling that is not intended for the
harvesting of fish and only provides angler plea-
sure is unethical (Olsen 2003). This would make
tournament fishing, which involves intentional
catch and release, unethical and maybe illegal,
and this has indeed been judged to be so in at
least one country (Meinelt et al. 2008).

On first sight, one might construe nonhar-
vest-oriented recreational fishing as disrespect-
ful to fish; as unnecessary, superfluous cruelty
and possibly torture; and as something deeply
wrong. However, what matters ethically from an
intention-based perspective are the actions and
emotional response of those who practice vol-
untary catch and release, and a careful analysis
of these actions and emotions is indeed highly
instructive, In the end, releasing a fish is not as
goal-less, nonnatural, and unreflective as one
might at a glance conclude (Evans 2005). Most
importantly, releasing a fish contributes to con-
servation, which is good but perhaps only indi-
rectly frees the angler from the ethical burden.
However, those who practice catch and release
on a regular basis also exhibit particular behav-
iors that might be considered ethically superior
to those exhibited by the subsistence-type catch-
and-harvest angler. For example, those who in-
tentionally practice selective harvesting (i.e., re-
leasing part or all of their catch) put self-imposed
constraints on their fishing (e.g., they avoid fish-
ing in deep waters or on very hot days); they
make fishing harder by constraining themselves
to techniques that limit the amount of injury to
a fish {e.g., barbless hooks and flies rather than

natural bait), which can penalize catch rates; and
they engage in spiritual rituals during the release
event (Evans 2005; Arlinghaus 2007; Arlinghaus
et al. 2007a). While intentional catch and release
might be difficult to grasp for somebody not in-
volved in this kind of fishing or in contemporary
recreational fishing culture in general, it can thus
be regarded as a visible demonstration of deep
respect for the individual fish (Evans 2005). Even
if the intention of the angler is not to harvest fish,
one can therefore conclude that voluntary catch
and release is ethically permissible, particularly
if we accept the biological reality that most re-
leased fish recover quickly from the release
event and survive largely unharmed without
any long-term impacts on fitness (Arlinghaus et
al. 2007b}. Thus, catch and release conserves the
most fundamental interest of any living being—
survival. This, however, is not always the case
and demands proper gear choice, handling tech-
niques, and conduct by the angler (Arlinghaus et
al. 2007b; Cooke and Sneddon 2007).

Wilderness-Centered
Ethical Challenges

A final challenge to recreational fishing is not
centered on the individual angler but revolves
around a nature-centered view that is typically
driven by a biocentric view of the world. The
competing philosophical viewpoints are bio-
centrism and ecocentrism, which extend the
ethical culture to the nonhuman world. Biocen-
trism comprises the living world, and ecocen-
trists push the frontier still further to include
the universe in the human moral culture (Ar-
linghaus et al. 2007b). What does this mean in
practical terms for recreational fishing?

In much of the biocentric and ecocentric
philosophical literature, humans and nature
are treated as opposites and humans are seen
as a nonnatural disturbance to the ideal, which
is wilderness (Arlinghaus et al. 2007a, 2008).
While this perspective is counterproductive to
effectively dealing with the pressing environ-
mental problems that the world faces because
it divorces humans and their needs from the
place which they intend to preserve, it is never-
theless a prominent one in certain circles. When
humans generally are seen as a largely destruc-
tive external force to the ideal (i.e., human-free
nature), the recreational angler, in particular, will



ETHICS OF RECREATIONAL FISHING

also be seen as a destructive force. In this light,
recreational fishing may be perceived as de-
stroying valuable properties of wilderness, such
as native fish populations and the gene pool of
autochthonous species. Some biocentric stake-
holders might even object to the mere presence
of anglers at the waterside on the grounds that
waterfowl or other wildlife might be disturbed
and shorelines trampled on and littered on and
so forth, which is an undesirable component of
human presence on earth, and recreational an-
glers are no exception (Lewin et al. 2006). This
is reflected in trends among some conservation
biologists and conservation-oriented nongov-
ernmental organizations to opt for policies that
exclude recreational anglers from habitats and
landscapes perceived to be particularly valuable,
sometimes incorrectly referred to as (human-
free) nature. Note that here, the ethical disap-
proval of recreational fishing is based not on the
presumed impact of angling on an individual
fish, but rather on the assumption that humans
in general, and anglers in particular, are a threat
and an undesirable disturbance to wilderness
that is to be avoided as much as possible.
However, if one breaks down the largely
artificial barrier between humans and nature,
or between culture and nature, and looks at rec-
reational fisheries as a coupled social-ecological
system (Arlinghaus et al. 2008), it becomes clear
that recreational fishing can be relatively easily
reconciled with the wilderness-centered ethical
perspective. Clearly, recreational angling does,
and necessarily will to some degree, impact nat-
ural processes (e.g., due to harvesting, littering,
and illegal introduction of fish and other means,
e.g. boating; Lewin et al. 2006, 2008). However,
dealing with these issues simply requires bet-
ter management, better compliance, and better
education of anglers, and resolving these issues
does not mean abolition of recreational fish-
ing. Moreover, recreational anglers are among
the most important social groups working vol-
untarily and often very effectively to preserve
and restore fish and their habitats (Granek et al.
2008), which is all too often overlooked or not
appreciated. They are also ardent advocates of
the hidden fish biodiversity crises in many areas
of the world (Granek et al. 2008).- Thus, to rec-
oncile wilderness-centered philosophies with
contemporary recreational fisheries only requires
jettisoning the idea of the angler as a nonnatural
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disturbance and working towards the develop-
ment of sustainable fisheries management strat-
egies. In the end, recreational fishing is a natural
activity involving a predator-prey interaction
between a human and a fish with potential im-
pacts on the biotic integrity of an exploited fish
population or the aquatic ecosystem. However,
negative impacts by any human activity interact-
ing with aquatic ecosystems are to be expected
and are even more pronounced as a consequence
by nonangling anthropogenic activities com-
pared to recreational fishing (Arlinghaus et al.
2002). Nonetheless, if recreational fishing is seen
as impacting the biotic integrity of a population,
it might be judged as impermissible by Leopold
(1970). This would call for improved manage-
ment t0 contain or remove negative impacts in
such a way that the provision of ecological ser-
vices provided by fish and aquatic ecosystems
to society is sustainable (Carpenter et al. 2009).
Thus, in contrast to some popular perceptions of
sorme conservation-focused stakeholders, wilder-
ness-centered philosophy can fairly easily come
to terms with recreational fishing if humans and
nature are viewed as integrated entities. .

Evidence of Moral Philosophy
Affecting Recreational Fisheries
Practice

From the five different ethical challenges out-
lined above, three stand out as particularly
challenging for recreational fishing: the first,
animal liberation, and the second, animal
rights, threaten recreational fishing or some of
its practices by abolition, and the third, angler-
intention-based arguments, threatens popular
recreational angling practices by only tolerat-
ing catch-and-kill type of fishing because this is
often assumed to represent a morally justified,
natural act of predation. In contrast, animal-
welfare and wilderness-centered philosophies
mainly demand altered management and an-
gling practices and/or improved education
and do not necessarily involve abolition of the
entire activity or of popular practices. In the
real world, it is likely that a mixture of various
ingredients finds its way into policy, and this is
indeed what has happened in some areas of the
world, As has been pointed out above, animal
welfare, animal liberation, and animal rights
cannot be as neatly distinguished in practice as
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they can be here on paper. In reality, ideas, per-
spectives, personal viewpoints, and arguments
blend together and are given new meanings
and impetus although certain key features are
always discernible. The new Swiss welfare law
is a case in point.

Until recently, a fish was a fish in SW1tzer-
land. A Swiss perch was like its Dutch, Polish,
or Austrian counterpart, a perch. Since Septem-
ber 1, 2008, however, all Swiss fish are no lon-
ger plain fish: they are now fish with dignity.
The dignity of fish and all other animals is an
egalitarian Swiss invention and is part of the
constitution and the corresponding animal wel-
fare law. Article 1 of the Swiss Federal Act on
Animal Protection states that “the purpose of
this law is to protect the dignity and welfare of
the animal.” Dignity is defined as “the intrinsic
value which has to be respected when dealmg
with the animal. The dignity of the animal is
violated if the animal is subjected to stress that
cannot be justified by higher interests.” The
letter of the Jaw carries on and mentions “in-
strumentalisation” and “humiliation” as unac-
ceptable strain factors. This law is a cocktail of
animal liberation, animal rights, theological in-
fluences, animal protection, and social reform,
and, in the case of recreational fishing, it draws
heavily on the fish-feel-pain “science.” Accord-
ingly, and in contrast to scientific evidence, all
Swiss fish are assumed to suffer when captured
by a recreational angler. They are thus given the
benefit of the doubt.

- What can be more humiliating for a Swiss
fish than to be caught by an angler—and
worse still—to then be released. The poor
thing is probably traumatized for the rest of
its life and shall therefore be better off by be-
ing killed than released (Webster 2005). This
is precisely what the Swiss animal welfare act
prescribes.. Those Swiss anglers and fisher-
ies managers who are interested in promot-
ing conservation practices such as selective
harvesting are nowadays constrained in their
management choices. For example, voluntary
catch and release of legally harvestable fish is
now an offense in Switzerland, and so is the
intention of the angler to go fishing in order to
practice catch and release voluntarily. Confus-
ingly enough, there is still mandatory catch-
and-release fishing of fish, which are protected
by fishing regulations. Mainly small and im-

mature Swiss fish are therefore released, de-
spite voluntary catch and release being a legal
offense, which means that catch and release is
everyday practice in Switzerland. The justifica-
tion for the mandatory release, however, is the
conservation of the fish population, while the
prohibition of voluntary catch and release of
legally harvestable fish is based on utilitarian
caleuli based on animal liberation reasoning
coupled with the angler-mtentlon ethical chal-
lenge. This means, in the instance of releasing
legally harvestable fish, that moral consider-
ations are given more weight than the benefits
to fish conservation and fisheries quality. This
violates basic interests of a fish—survival—
which is irrelevant according to the Swiss ani-
mal welfare act because it is the intention of the
angler argument that ethically matters more: -
you should only go fishing to harvest fish; if
you catch fish that are harvestable, kill them; if
you happen to catch a protected, immature fish,
you must release it because it is important for
conservation reasons. Precisely the same line of
argument and legal interpretation has been in
place in Germany since the 1980s (Arlinghaus
2007). In Germany, the situation is worse still
for some angler groups, with a ban on fishing
tournaments, which in the past involved volun-
tary catch and release (Meinelt et al. 2008), and
most put-and-take fisheries are illegal as well.
Why is this the case? Because it is perceived
as torture to a fish to be released in a put-and-
take fishery to be-—immediately or soon after
stocking—recaptured by anglers because the
fish were already of a harvestable size prior to
stocking and could have been consumed right
away without going through an additional cap-
ture process.

As these examples show, the 1ntenhon of
the angler and the dignity and presumed suf-
fering of fish captured by anglers may deter-
mine the ethical value of a fishing act. This is
animal liberation/rights and angler-intention-
based challenges implemented jointly in fisher-
ies practice, and there are powerful forces at the
level of the entire European Union to push for-
ward similar lines of moral argument (Algers et
al. 2009). For example, for some in the UK, the
“German model” of dealing with anglers and
fish from a suffering-centered fish welfare per-
spective is already on the agenda (Branson and
Southgate 2008). Historically and philosophi-
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cally speaking, there is nothing new under the
sun: Henry Salt, the historical éminence grise of
the animal rights movement, wrote more than
a hundred years ago, “all that has been said of
hunting ... is applicable also ... to the sports of
shooting and fishing” (Salt 1980). The differ-
ence is that it is not on the papers of academics
any more: it is a legal reality in some countries,
and rapidly spreading in others, at least in Eu-
rope. Evidence for the saliency of animal wel-
fare in contemporary political climates is that
in at least one country (Netherlands), a party
for animal welfare (i.e., animal rights) has al-
ready managed to enter the national parliament
(Tacobs 2007).

Together with the masterly staged inter-
play between celebrity animal liberation/rights
propaganda in an urbanized society, the devel-
opments described might relatively easily suc-
ceed in depicting the angler as a mentally ill
killer and goal-less torturer (Schwab 2007). This
is aided and abetted by high visible papers by
some fish and animal scientists (e.g., Sneddon
et al. 2003), mainly from veterinary science or
fish neurobiology and ethology, who assure a
trusting public and high-level politicians that
fish indeed might be human-like creatures in
terms of their capacity for a conscious expe-
rience (Huntingford et al. 2006; Braithwaite
2010). Then, by way of moral speculation, sci-
entific uncertainty fades into the background
and the moral question takes center stage. The
lead author of many fish-feel-pain papers, Lynn
Sneddon (UK) argues in an online article as fol-
lows, “If one accepts that animals experience
some kind of suffering when they are injured,
then it is inevitable that a fox during a hunt,
or a fish during angling, is going to have some
form of pain inflicted upon it. The question
then is, does the hunter’s or angler’s enjoyment
outweigh the cost to the animal? There may be
other factors to consider. If the fish is eaten after
being caught, for example, do the nutritional
benefits make a difference?” (Sneddon 2009).
This stands close to animal liberation-related
utilitarian calculus. As the German and Swiss
examples have shown, it does indeed make a
difference to some legislative bodies and cer-
tain judges in charge of judging general clauses
of animal welfare acts interpreted to the recre-
ational fishing context (Drossé 2003), and the
result was abolition of popular angling practic-
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es. Thus, suffering-centered arguments backed
up by seemingly objective science in the context
of suffering-centered fish welfare tend to facili-
tate radical solutions that disfavor anglers and
some of their practices, as the examples from

"Germany and Switzerland have shown. In the

end, abolition of recreational fishing is on the
agenda, and one should not be naively disre-
gard this threat when anthropomorphic “sci-
ence”. meets an urban public largely discon-
nected from aquatic ecosystemn and the use and
management of fish populations..

Is There a Value in Fish Ethics?

Sandee et al. (2009) are advocates of a frame-
work for discussing fish ethics. The question
springs to mind, do we also need a framework
for discussing, for example, worm ethics? After
all, there are indicators that earthworms, cray-
fish, and other invertebrates can be stressed
and may experience pain and fear (Dunayer
2004; Rollin 2006). Should we not give them the
benefit of the doubt and explore the emerging
ethical issues in connection with earthworms,
which, of course, are also of relevance to recre-
ational angling because these worms are popu-
lar angling bait and are typically used alive on
a hook. Earthworms, therefore, matter to the
angler, but does it matter to the earthworm
whether it is cut in half by a plow or spiked on
a hook? The earthworm might not be on the
agenda at the moment, but the crayfish are, ac-
cording to a recent draft of the European Com-
mission’s directive for research with animals
(EC 2008). There, it is stated that there is “scien-
tific evidence of the potential ability of such spe-
cies [selected invertebrates] to experience pain,
suffering, distress and lasting harm” (EC 2008).
These invertebrates include, according the cur-
rent text, decapods (e.g., crayfish) and cephalo-
pods. A careful look at the scientific evidence
yields very few papers that claim to have found
evidence of crustaceans experiencing pain (e.g.,
Barr et al. 2008). This paper, along with all others
on the topic, has the same share of problems pre-
viously identified in the fish-feel-pain papers,
but that does not seem to matter. The supposed
evidence is taken for granted in order to give
crayfish the benefit of the doubt. Decapods and
cephalopods will probably scon be protected by
European legislation against use in scientific ex-
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periments. Itis only a matter of time before some
national governments will ban the use of inver-
tebrates as bait, and the worm will the next on
the agenda and be also given the benefit of the
doubt. So, Sandee et al.’s (2009) call for fish eth-
ics will be extended to worms before long,

Let us go back to the worm’s fate and the
ethical challenges surrounding this. The worm
can be cut in half by a plow or hooked by an
angler. What is ethically more problematic?
The obvious answer by some sympathizing
with suffering-centered worm welfare perspec-
tives is that the plow is a necessity for humans
while the hook of the recreational angler is not
because angling takes place during leisure time
and is for fun. The pleasure of the angler, so it
could be argued in a utilitarian balancing act,
does not outweigh the harm inflicted on the
potentially sentient worm and the fish that
subsequently falls for the worm. Rhetorically,
necessity clubs anything, especially practically
all human pleasure. Keeping a cat, for example,
looks harmless enough up to the moment in
which you start to seriously enquire into the
ecological pawprint. Apart from causing untold
suffering in the world of rodents, birds, worms,
butterflies, and other small critters, their indi-
rect impact on the world of fish is devastating.
According to one estimate, domestic cats feed
on 2.48 million metric tons of fish each year (De
Silva and Turchini 2008). Does the pleasure of
the cat keeper warrant this? Is cat keeping a ne-
cessity? Do we need a framework for cat ethics?
Or for mountain biking, watercolor painting,
recreational angling, and all human activities
that impact animal life directly or indirectly,
intentionally or unintentionally? If we need a
framework for fish ethics (Sandee et al, 2009),
we might also need a framework for mountain
biking ethics because one might consider it un-
ethical to kill critters on the way for fun.

We should take a breather and start think-
ing with common sense rather than being driven
by a monolithic ethical outlook that superim-
poses one all-encompassing and all-pervading
assumption (i.e., the suffering of fish is the only
morally relevant criterion) on recreational an-
gling. Common sense tells us that recreational
angling has a fair share of issues that one has to
deal with, for example overfishing or inappro-
priate catch-and-release events. Common sense
also tells us that recreational fishing creates man-

ifold benefits to society and to individual anglers
through something we tend to label “pleasure.”
This pleasure includes the harvest of wild fish. It
may also include admiring the rare trophy fish.
Common sense finally tells us that recreational
fishing is important for conservation of individ-
ual fish and entire populations. We need better
management, better education, and some di-
rected management action, but we do not need
to criminalize anglers and portray them as being
cruel or superfluous based on one-dimensional
ethical arguments (Arlinghaus et al. 2009). An
integrative perspective with humans as part of
nature and with individual fish as part of the bi-
otic community is much more helpful and there-
fore preferred (Arlinghaus et al. 2009),

. Just as humans are human-centered, fish
are likely to be fish-centered, and what that
means we do not know because humans are not
fish. Nor do fish know what it is like to be hu-
man because they are fish (Marmeli and Borto-
lotti 2006). Humans, including anglers, though,
can know about fish and their habitats: they can
observe, measure, and compare, and they can
act accordingly, and recreational anglers are of
great importance in this regard (see Granck et
al. 2008). On the basis of data, it has long ago
been recognized, for example, what the prob-
lems of marine commercial fishing are and how
they could be tackled. The facts are staring ev-
erybody in the face, and while ethicists weigh
and debate needs and preferences of humans
against fish (Sandoe et al. 2009), constructive
forces—among them the recreational fishing
sector—try their best to protect, improve, or
restore saltwater and freshwater habitats that
happen to improve fish welfare and fish pop-
ulations. By the time an ethical framework on
fish ethics is in place, however, we might al-
ready have reached the end of the line.

Conclusion

Among the ethical challenges reviewed here,
animal liberation, animal rights, and angler-
intention-based critics have the most dramatic
consequences for recreational fisheries practice.
Utilitarians such as Sandge et al. (2009) claim
that there is a need for a wider ethical debate on
fish ethics. We argue that there is probably no
need for a wider ethical debate on something
that is labeled fish ethics, but there is perhaps
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an urgent need for a wider debate on the issue
of just how much ethical and ideological bal-
last the fishery profession can take on board.
Perhaps there already is an ethlcal overkill that
blurs common sense.

One way of avoiding the 1deolog1ca11y over-
loaded suffering-centered fish welfare question
in recreational angling could be a pragmatic
approach acknowledging that humans, includ-
ing recreational anglers, are part of the natural
world and, as such, are entitled to interact with
it (Arlinghaus et al. 2009). Part of that legitimate
interaction is recreational fishing, provided that
individual fish, fish populations, and their habi-
tats are given appropriate consideration. The
recreational angler goes fishing for pleasure,
and that pleasure is a vital good for him or her,
and for society as a whole, which benefits, for
example, from angler expenditure, tourism,
and other desirable effects, including improved
health and reduction of negative human emo-
tions (Pretty et al. 2006). All kinds of fishing, if
propetly conducted, give the angler pleasure
and are generally good, and recreational angling
also contributes to the preservation of diverse
habitats and healthy fish populations, Clearly,
there are also issues that need improved action
and conduct. Nobody is denying this, not even
those that question the scientific credibility of
fish-feel-pain science (Rose 2007). To reiterate
an important point, the well-being of individual
fish deserves protection irrespective of whether
fish are sentient or not. Common sense tells us
that this is a suitable,” compromising perspec-
tive. An integrated approach based on a hybrid
ethical viewpoint that considers all these aspects
ranging from the welfare of individual fish to the
welfare of anglers and the health of fish popula-
tions and ecosystems, and also explicitly looks at
critical issues of recreational fishing (e.g., inap-
propriately conducted catch-and-release’events
and overfishing) leaves plenty of room for vari-
ous world views, debate, and, above all, science-
based improvement of critical issues. However,
this assumes one important prerequisite, that
recreational fishing is a legitimate human activ-
ity (Arlinghaus et al. 2009). We have no problem
making this general assumption explicit, while
others seem to have problems with us bemg ex-
plicit (Huntingford et al. 2007).

If the new form of suffering-centered fish
and fisheries science continues to follow fash-
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ionable ethical opinion and bases its research
and concluding statements on the underlying
assumption that recreational angling is morally
not acceptable, the ethical debate about fish wel-
fare in recreational angling is a foregone conclu-
sion. This also throws light on what some might
mean by a “genuine ethical debate” (Sandee et
al. 2009): an ethical diktat.
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