
THE NEW ZEALAND
MEDICAL JOURNAL
Vol 118 No 1208 ISSN 1175 8716

NZMJ 28 January 2005, Vol 118 No 1208 Page 1 of 2
URL: http://www.nzma.org.nz/journal/118-1208/1272/ © NZMA

 

The potential health benefits of protecting marine
biodiversity
New Zealand is one of 12 countries responsible for 96% of the world’s high seas
bottom trawling.1 The damage by bottom trawling to marine ecosystems is causing
mounting international condemnation.2 There are calls for an immediate international
moratorium on such trawling while governance to protect marine biodiversity is
negotiated. The New Zealand Government has rejected an immediate international
moratorium but agrees on the need for progress.

The damage wrought by trawling should concern health professionals given the
health-related reasons for conserving marine biodiversity:

• Supplying pharmaceuticals—The oceans are relatively unexplored for new
pharmaceuticals but high levels of endemism on seamounts and deepwater vents
suggest large potential. One review for novel compounds described in the
literature in the year 2000 detailed 124 marine chemicals with potentially
promising in vitro cytotoxicity for murine and human tumour cell lines.3 Six such
compounds were from New Zealand marine species (five sponge species and a
tunicate). Another review covering 2001-2002 reported studies of eight marine
compounds from New Zealand with anti-tumour properties.4 One compound from
a Pelorus Sound sponge inhibits human myeloid leukaemic cells5 and may be
more effective than existing anticancer agents.6 New Zealand workers have also
studied compounds from marine bryozoans, some of which have potent anti-
tumour activity and antimicrobial activity in vitro.7

A key drug for treating leukaemia in children and adults (cytarabine or Ara-C) has
already been developed based on studies of substances from a Caribbean sponge.8

One recent review observed that: “the marine environment has proven to be a very
rich source of extremely potent compounds that have demonstrated significant
activities in anti-tumour, anti-inflammatory, analgesia, immunomodulation,
allergy, and anti-viral assays.”9

• Fish as a food source—Given evidence for fish consumption protecting against
cardiovascular disease in at-risk populations,10 there are potential benefits in
maintaining adequate supplies (along with alternative plant-based sources of
omega-3 fatty acids such as flaxseed). To ensure the sustained productivity of fish
biomass, it is necessary that the marine food chain is protected from disruption
caused by trawling (ie, from damage to seafloor biota and physical structure along
with damage from stirred up silt). There also appear to be productivity benefits of
marine reserves on adjacent fisheries.

In summary, there are important health-related reasons why marine biodiversity needs
better protection. The New Zealand Government can facilitate this by leading moves
for an international moratorium on high seas bottom trawling, and by substantially
expanding marine reserves in our waters and on the high seas including in the
Southern Ocean.
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