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If the Earth is our mother, then the oceans are her womb, because that’s where the first living 
species on this planet were born. To mistreat the seas, therefore, is to do violence to the 

original, life-starting part of creation. Oceans fascinate and soothe us when we walk on 
beautiful sandy beaches, but they also terrify us with their size and power. Our ancient fears of 
drowning and of the strange creatures of the deep have made us indifferent and even hostile to 
the seas. To this day we often treat marine animals with a cruelty we would not inflict on 
land animals. For example, certain cultures prize shark-fin soup, the key ingredient of which is 
shark fins. Each year, tens of millions of sharks are caught and hauled into the boat, where the 
fishers cut off their dorsal fins, those famous triangles that announce the presence of sharks in 
all our movies. Most of the sharks are then thrown back alive into the water. Unable to swim 
without their fin, they either drown or slowly bleed to death. 

The same kind of brutal wastage is found throughout the global fishing industry. Nearly all the fish 
we eat are being fished at their maximum capacity. With 30 percent of commercial species, we 
are taking more fish much faster than they can reproduce. That is called overfishing, and if we keep 
it up, those species will soon disappear forever. We are so careless and violent to marine life 

that every year millions of tons of fish, dolphins, whales, tortoises and others get caught in our 
huge nets and are never eaten. Since they are not the right size, not the right flavor or not in the 
right net, they are thrown back dead into the ocean. This terrible waste is called bycatch and is 
one of the worst forms of mass cruelty to animals on the planet.

Arctic Tern: Nobody was built better for flight than the Arctic tern, who holds the world record 
for longest migration for any animal. Yearly, these little lightweights fly from the Arctic Circle to 
the Antarctic Circle. They seem to love the journey, because they tend to meander here and there 
rather than fly in the straightest line between two points. Their sightseeing means that they 
themselves can be seen on every continent on the planet. Due to their polar homes, they 
are particularly threatened by climate change, which is altering the weather patterns of the 
high north and deep south much more dramatically than in other places.

Common Guillemots: Also known as murres, these common seabirds can be found fishing 
at depths of more than 150 metres below the surface of the ocean. Very social, they live in 
large colonies. Instead of building nests, the female lays a single egg per year on the bare rocky 
ledges of cliffs. The pear shape of her egg helps keep it from rolling away. Once hatched, the 
hatchling takes to the sea, accompanied by the father, who feeds and cares for his child until it is 
ready to strike off alone in the world 10 to 12 weeks later. 

Dragonfly: Thanks to their their huge appetite and amazing skill at hunting, a single adult 
dragonfly eats between 30 and over 100 mosquitoes per day! But even as children they are big 
eaters. They spend their childhood, which can last up to three years, as larvae (named “nymphs”)
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underwater consuming insects, tadpoles and small fish, and sometimes each other! Once they 
graduate to the air, they only live about a month. Short-lived as grown individuals, as a family of 
species they are among the oldest of all flying insects.  The ancestors of today’s dragonflies were 
zipping around the air 325 million years ago, some with wingspans of 2 feet across!

Grey Seal: Just about every big grey seal (adult males can weigh more than 750 pounds) began 
life as a single child. For three weeks, the mother of each pup pours out her attention and fatty 
milk on her only pup, who gains about 5 pounds per day! Once she’s beefed her child up, the 
mother lets it fend for itself. It can take up to a month of going hungry before the young one 
figures out how to hunt for itself. Then a whole new aquatic world opens up in the depths for 
these mammals. Grey seals regularly dive to 70 metres below the surface and have reached 
depths of close to 300 metres underwater. 

Herring Gull: Perhaps you’ve had one or two or 20 herring gulls join you for a 
picnic… uninvited. These are one of the most common gulls and owe their success in part to 
their flexibility and cleverness. They eat just about anything (whatever’s in your lunchbox when 
you’re not looking) on land or sea. Sometimes they dive for fish, other times they flap up with 
crabs or clams and drop them on rocks to break their shells. Gulls go for equality in their homes, 
where males and females share domestic work: both build the nest, incubate the eggs and 
feed the hatchlings, sometimes for 80 days before the pair become empty nesters.

Mullet: These are jumpy fish, for two reasons. First, they are often seen leaping out of the sea. 
This may help clean their gills so they can increase their intake of oxygen in water where its 
levels are low. But mullets are also jumpy when people are around. They scare easily and dart 
away when feeling at all uneasy. On the other hand, mullet are very relaxed when it comes to 
different kinds of water. Unlike most other fish, they feel just as much at home in salt water as 
they do in fresh water. Similarly, when it comes to food, they are very easy-going, eating just 

about anything they can scavenge off the sea floor.

Mussels: How strong are mussels? Very! Not only do mussels produce their own hard, defensive 
shell, they also produce a kind of superglue out of protein that keeps them firmly on their home 
rock, even when covered with algae, despite the pounding surf and the salty, corrosive water. 

So strong is this substance that scientists study mussels in order to learn how to copy their 
strength for our own medical and industrial purposes. 

Puffins: While it is not uncommon for feathers to change colour through the course of the 

year, puffins are one of the few birds whose beaks get a makeover. Their parrot-like beaks go 
from grey in winter to a brilliant orange in spring, which may help them attract a mate. Puffins 
are also fairly rare in their natural, multi-talented transportation system, being superb 
swimmers as well as fliers. In the air they can reach speeds of 88 km per hour, flapping their 
wings up to 400 times per minute. In the sea, they can dive to depths of 60 metres. Plus they 
have a great nickname: sea parrots!

Sandpipers get their name from where they live and how they sing. Common to beaches, 

mud flats, riversides and other watery areas often featuring sand, these birds sound like pipes 
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or flutes when they vocalize. Sometimes females will mate several times during the season, 
leaving the eggs to the respective father to incubate. Once the fledglings hatch, he takes care of 
them until they learn to fly up to three weeks later. But sandpipers are independent youngsters; 
they feed themselves right away, which no doubt takes the pressure off Dad.

Sea Anemones: Although they look like plants, sea anemones are actually animals related 
to the jellyfish. Usually attached to rocks, they can move if need be, gliding slowly along or 
letting go and catching a wave or current to whisk them away from harm. Tentacles capable of 
stinging small fish and other aquatic life ring their mouths. Amazingly, they can reproduce in a 
number of strange ways: splitting in two down the centre; letting parts break off that then 
grow into other anemones; they can even become pregnant and give birth to little fully 
formed babies out of their mouths. Some oldtimers have lived to the age of 80 years!
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