THE POSEIDON’S STEEDS

Fisherman’s voice: 

The fishermen job exist since the dawn of mankind. 

The greatest civilizations have developed on the shore of the sea or to the edge of the rivers, taking advantage of the oceans or lakes.

From the very begining, we leave the safety of the port and the warm embrace of our homes in the middle of the night, turning the bow to the darkest black, to request to the sea the livelihood for our families, our cities, our people.

The sea gives. The sea takes. Since forever.

The prize for those who face the fatigue, the tiring or the hazards of the long nights on the high seas, the reward for those who bear the loneliness and longing in the ocean, is the wriggling, silver  treasure, hidden in the depths of the sea.

 

Ancient gestures draw our day.

In the pitch black of the night, we turn back to the reassuring world of the mainland and sail towards the horizon of the waves that never keep still.

Like our ancestors, we drive the boat towards those invisible boundaries where we hope we'll find our treasure.

Every time, we prepare the nets for the trawl: we arm the cables, mount the divergent, settle the nets for the deep.

For at least two centuries they have been trawling in the Gulf of Asinara.

Before the arrival of our fishing boats, they used the lateen sails, with two boats that pulled a single net. They could fish only with calm sea and with the right wind. A little mistral or sirocco, maybe. It was an hard life even harder than ours. 

Still now we depend on the weather, the wind and the sea. Despite the new systems, radars, sonars and locators, still you can not scuff with the rough seas. We can not leave our nets off, such as fixed fishing, we bring with us our precious burden, even hundreds of meters long. Even today, ten knots of wind from the east stuck us in port for days, but at least we have the safety of the motor bring us home.

But despite all our modernity and our technology, trawling has no future.

In less than a decade, I've seen transform our fishing. Day after day, the codend is always poorer. Only small fish species that no one wants to buy and that it is not worth even return to the port.

We fished more, farther, deeper. More and more days at sea, deployed increasingly long and our boxes emptier and emptier. Today we have to leave the nets for more than an hour each time, back and forth for over 18 hours per day. For half of the results of the past.

Yet here in the Gulf we're lucky. The island is like a lung, a river of life that pours out new energy to sea, as a pitcher that is emptied on a cleaned table.

In the more than one hundred years in which it served as a prison, it was prohibited for anyone to approach the coast. A corner of the Mediterranean closed to fishermen, tourists, to mariners and even residents.

I remember when the last penitentiary was closed, in 1998. The cells that had imprisoned famous brigatisti and dangerous mafia leaders emptied. The doors were locked for the last time. The hallways and courtyards remained deserted. The villages where the guards lived and who had hosted the judges Falcone and Borsellino were depopulated. The man left the island and nature took over. The animals, who had never seen the rifle of a hunter or the hook of a fisherman, took possession of the spaces.

When finally in 2002 the Marine Park was born, what was untouchable became a heritage to defend and save.

But outside, in the open waters, the decline has continued unabated.

Today some precious catches have disappeared almost completely. Sea bream and wild sea bass are endangered. The lobsters are very rare exception, always smaller. Fish such as monkfish or St. Peter, considered as common before, today may change the day. It 's almost a miracle even pull up some octopus.

The great scientists, researchers and even the European Commission said that in the Mediterranean the 91% of commercial species is overfished and endangered. Bluefin tuna is almost gone, even the benches of anchovies and sardines have been reduced to a minimum.

I say that I still have five years of work. Then I will be forced to stop. All of us will be forced to stop. There will be nothing. We are scraping the bottom of the barrel.

We took, took and took even more again. Now the sea does not give anymore.

We used new detection systems to locate the benches. Larger and larger boats, able to withstand the stormy sea. Increasingly resistant nets. Without ever stopping.

For years we have acted as if the resources of the sea were inexhaustible, as if there were no limits and our behavior had no weight.

And now that everyone can see the drastic consequences, the main sinner is the trawl. For all, we are the bad guys of the seas. We are forced by law to fish beyond three miles from the coast. Only us. We are the only ones bounded to a biological pause.

Yet, other fishing techniques are no different as damages and waste.

We can only trawl with good weather and calm waters. And only on level seabed.

Gillnets, however, can draw on each bottom: sand, rocks, planks, seagrass meadows. Can approach up to 150 meters from the shore and continue to fish almost in all weather conditions. Too often their nets tear and disperse in the storms, turning into ghosts that continue to take their toll of death at sea, destroying the cliffs and wiping for years the rocks of the deep.

The small fishing can work in shallow water, right where the fishes, octopus and lobsters breed and lay their eggs. Of course it would not be a problem if they were few and checked, but when they are out of control they build up a wall of nets of tens of kilometers, with thousands of trammel nets, traps and longlines. A wall of death, which does not allow adults to get close to the shore for the deposition and that prevents juveniles to move to the wide-open spaces and repopulate the sea.

Today the network is full of  waste, so much discharge, good at most as food for the gulls and shearwaters, that, as always, follow us faithful from the first sunlight.

A voracious, fast-paced, insatiable flock, who does not miss even a prey. In the sky or under water.

Nothing that we trow in the sea can reach alive the deep darkness from which we snatched.

A huge incredible waste, to satiate the appetite selective man, who just wants wild bass and bream, sea bass and cod.

A hunting without distinction, that depopulated the ocean to keep the market in a few species.

Officially it's called "discard" for undersized commercial species and "bycatch", for all other animals caught unintentionally, that does not have any purpose food: sponges, mollusks, algae, shellfish ...

It can reach more than an half of our catch. A wasted effort.

Even algae that remain in the nets since a few years are no longer the same. Now, these brown weeds, ever seen before, cluttering the stern, instead of the green, brilliant Posidonia of the past.

What will we leave to our children? This is the desert that we will deliver to our grandchildren?

My son can not do my job. Yet even he is bewitched by this blue universe. He loves the sea, in his own way, and can not stays away. That must be why, he began to study marine biology. And he can not bear to fishing in the boat with me. He goes to the Park and dreams to repopulate the abyss of a new life.

He tells me about the Paradise that is now in the Marine Area, where man can only enter on tiptoe.

In the spring there is a plethora of nests, new births and of ancient battles of love.

Each species fights for its territory and plays his ancestral rituals of courtship.

He tells me that the white donkeys are no longer the only one to grow the new born in the bushes.

The horses left free when the prison closed have become feral and have regained the grasslands, arriving to give birth to their young in the sunlight, hidden only by the leaves sharp of esparto

The wildboars have adapted to graze with their offspring on the coasts and in brackish ponds, taking advantage of the nutrients of the seaweed to store strength and energy before the big summer drought, that will reap many victims among the weakest.

Even Moufflons have multiplied on rocky heights, turning the island into a sort of primordial Earth, where the natural cycle of the seasons is back to rule the life and survival of herds during the summer drought.

Some rare birds seem to be back again, like those funny red coral stilt-legged called Himantopo. They lay their camouflage eggs directly on the sand and bravely defend them against intruders, with acute warning screams.

The young cormorants, the ravens of the sea, as we call them, who have never had to fear man, have become so confident to be approached even in the water.

It's the same both above and below the sea surface. Life has returned to show all its diversity.

In early summer, the labrus begin to build their nest on the cliff to attract females. They are very busy, back and forth with the algae in the mouth, to stuff a small depression in the rocks that if they do a good job, will host their eggs.

Even young groupers are every day more brave and often peeping from their den.

Big brown wrasse in love patrolling their territory boldly show their green livery.

One hundred years of man absence did multiply a kaleidoscope of unusual fauna, hard to find elsewhere. Tube worms, anemones, pinna nobilis and colorful sponges are free to grow in size and variety.

They are the favorite retreat for redfish and painted comber, which during the breeding season show their garish stain ventral.

It seems, that willing to raise a family, everyone seeks for their ideal home, to protect them and camouflage them.

Even turtles returned to nest on the shores of the Gulf! it's thanks the guys of  the Rescue Centre of the Park have saved tens of them and released them into our waters. A great job was done with turtles. Today almost all the fishermen know who call if they find one turtle trapped in the nets.

And now to the Park had the idea to make us save these little beings that we descharge to the sea. Inevitably dead. Not edible species, but those that have remained in the nets for the case. Such as hermit crabs, starfish, crabs or small cicadas. And above all seahorses. When I was a child, we saw hundreds of them. You could find them attached to rocks or to the sea grass while swimming in ​​the shallows. Dozens of them were shored on the beaches after storms. And even in our networks. For years, we make the joy of the children of the port. We always brought them someone still alive, to keep in the bucket in the bedroom. They are the most curious among the fish. With their aspect of little dragon, who does not swim, but stay rolled up on the tail to the seagrass, trying to camouflage. Now they have almost disappeared. Impossible to find in the sea and  rare even in the codend.

The situation of trawling is so severe that even the European Union intervened. Since 2017 we will gradually imposed to bring back to the harbour all catches even those undersized. We can no longer toss them back into the sea, but they will have to be landed, to be counted, even if they can not be sold for human consumption. It's to assess the damage and possible solutions, they say.  And to push us to limit by-catch fishing. But it is a problem that does not depend only from our will ...

The new law is a major upheaval for us, with more work to do and probably a big waste of money. There were protests, many were opposed and reacted. In the general crisis, with more than 5,000 fishermen who have already abandoned our work, the new regulation puts fear

Yet, we too know that we have to do something, we can see that the Mediterranean is collapsing and that we have to start somewhere. Although we do not agree on how.

The other fishmen fish near the shore, cursing us. We fish offshore, swearing at them. We all know that we should stop. All we would like to stop. A long biological recovery of a year or even five. If they paid us to stay on land, we will have all our boats aground. If our families were not waiting for our treasure, we would not be here. But who wants to be first?

If I do not go out, others do.

Yet someone has to start.

We can not wait any longer.

We can only decide what to do in the time that it is granted

Maybe this time I can be the first one. Can I collect this tiny curious creature and bring it to the guys of Sea Animal Rescue Centre, which will heal it, to free in the protected water of the Marine Park, where the Posidonia is still thriving.

Sure it's a drop in the ocean of problems. Only a few small species ... But it could be the beginning of a larger project. We could start not to feel us only as enemies ...

Sea Horse’s voice:

Why me? Who are these beings that captured me? What do they want from me?

If they are predators of mine, why aren't they eating me?

Who are these strange beings, which capture us for no reason? They put me in a small enclosed sea that stirs and shakes me like a storm. I can only hold on to my stick and try to blend in Posidonia, while they carry me here and there.

It 's amazing. There's a whole world out of my refuge. I did not imagine it were like this over the depth of the sea. It 's all full of color and light

There are other creatures now. Several. Looking at me with curiosity. But it seems that even they do not want to eat me.

Just continue to let me travel in this rambling bubble of sea.

I do not know where they are bringing me. We are surrounded by all kind of other animals, but no one has tried to bite me. Still do not understand what they want from me.

I am convinced that they do not want to hurt me. Only continue to look at me very carefully.

They moved me again, always in my little sea and now are fumbling with strange tools around me.

I wonder if they realized what kind of animal I am. We seahorses are very strange fish. And a hippocampus ramulosus like me, is not one of the easiest species to encounter.

And who knows if they have seen that I'm a female, with my beautiful scratched tummy, so different from the smooth belly where the males of our species hold the eggs from fertilization until hatching

Seem they want to help me, one of them stared at me with huge eyes and then with a strange thin and pointed claw removed some parasites from me.

Now they put me in a much more bigger closed sea and surrounded me with beautiful shrimp larvaes, to feed me.

I do not know what they are doing here. There are many other animals, especially sea turtles and it seems they are trying to cure us all.

I must say that I am not so uncomfortable in this reef that they call aquarium

Also in freedom space, we seahorses live a very quiet life. We remain grabbed to our support seaweed, counting on our camouflage to hide from predators and to hunt our tiny preys.

Posidonia is our kingdom. It's the great prairie of sea, made not as a forest of seaweed, but by real small plants, with roots, stems, leaves and seeds.

It's the lung of the Mediterranean. The refuge for all sorts of coastal species, which reproduce, hide and feed here inside.

All newborns seek a refuge among its branches, from the small colorful damselfishes, with their garish purple livery, to the extremely mimetic rainbow wrasse.

And when the breams with hungry glances are patrolling the edge of the forest in search of a prey, we can always take refuge in the posidonia, to escape them.

Even the large shoals of salps, which usually linger to graze on the rocks, have a special taste for the algae that grow on the stems of Posidonia.

Thanks to the "matta" - the terracing of roots, leaves and sediment that forms the basis of the prairie - Posidonia can also be anchored firmly on the more sandy or very pendants seabed, which are impossible for normal seaweed.

There, safe in that green arabesco, there are a thousand dens where safely basking

Big Brown wrasse is the undisputed lord of the prairie, perfectly adapted to feed, move and even to rest among the leaves.

Even the elegant morays not disdain this unconventional refuge.

And even the octopus, who generally love burrows in the reef are happy to move into a house on the edge of the forest, if available.

In the spring, there's even the giant stingrays, down to rest on the soft cushion of leaves during their breeding season.

A prairie healthy home to hundreds of different species, as a large undulating green coral reef, which helps to maintain the right level of oxygen in the sea and in the air.

The posidionia is also vital to the coast, because the large accumulations deposited on the beaches with storm surges defend the coastline from erosion of the storms, preventing the waves drag off an excessive amount of sand.

But this wonderful universe is disappearing. The prairies are retreating all across the Mediterranean, destroyed by the erosive effect of fishing nets and by the thousands of anchors that every summer sweep the seabed, literally reducing the forest in crumbs. In a mass fragmented in decomposition, which stifles any new life.

Something new it's happening again. They have put in my small portable sea ... and we arrived at the edge of the big blue.

They're releasing me, right here, right now. In this special corner of the world, where two-legged beings know how to be polite.

I get home! In the best house possible. A protected paradise, where no one can hurt me no more.

