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I think our greatest challenge this century will be to forge 
collaboration between the spheres of science and politics.  This may 
appear to exist already – many experts are called by public bodies and 
local government to give opinions, conduct studies, etc. – but while 
money is spent on studies, then filed away in cabinets, subsequent 
decisions are often dictated by social pressure and do not always go in 
the right direction for correct environmental management and renewal 
of resources.

This is not to say that politics must be replaced by techno-
bureaucracy: it must always be free, because the risk would be a drift 
of democracy towards an ideological rigidity, even if it brought by 
the scientific community. However, decisions about projects that 
might have heavy environmental consequences can no longer be free.  
Coordination is clearly needed at high levels because the effects of 
administrative decisions, especially in the field of economic policy and 
land management, are increasingly far-reaching and may affect vast 
geographical areas distant from each other. 

Let us consider a few examples.  First of all, global warming has a 
whole cascade of effects, such as extreme weather events, desertification, 
flooding and violent storms, which impinge on biodiversity, water 
resources, forestry, fauna and food production.  If it is not too late, 
avoiding this problem will be extremely difficult because it means 
putting the brakes on certain business/financial sectors and modifying 
the paths of developing countries. The scientific community needs to 
show greater internal coherence and cannot remain divided regarding 
the risks facing the planet [1]. This division is exploited by industrial 
interests wishing to maintain the status quo. There is no rational 
planning of development.  Certain territory must be protected from 
the effects of economic enterprise, even if this may penalise or seem to 
penalise it.  Firms should establish in places that can sustain them. This 
is a difficult concept to translate into political action.

A second example is aquaculture.  Mediterranean and north 
Atlantic fish farms that produce essentially carnivorous fish use 
feedstock containing fish meal produced with by-catch from overfishing 
in the north Atlantic or south Pacific.  Trade in live fish increases the 
spread of allochthonous species and diseases that can affect natural fish 
populations, fisheries and fish-farms themselves.

Regulation at world level is long overdue. Intensive aquaculture 
should be radically redesigned and should concentrate on more 
sustainable species; this can also be promoted through education 
of consumers. However, it requires political coordination at world 
level and agreement among the scientific community, which is still 
divided between those working on reducing the energy profligacy 
of fish farming [2] and those who continue to concentrate on the 
extremely dissipative farming of carnivorous species, also a source 
of eutrophication [3].  Such coordination could harm free enterprise 
but is essential for survival of the increasingly numerous underfed 
population of the world.

In Italy fish farms have often been established near or even on top 
of seagrass meadows (Posidonia oceanica).Damage to these meadows 
leads to coastal erosion [4]. To remedy sand loss, which affects tourism 

and bathing (major and often the only sources of income for some 
communities), sand has been obtained a few hundred metres offshore, 
favouring further erosion in rough weather. 

By contrast, even scientists can contribute to confusion. An example 
is scientists’ exaggeration of the possible effects of allochthonous 
species and their failure to consider the context of already degraded 
environmental conditions.  For example, Caulerpa racemosa v. 
cilindracea was initially considered dangerous for autochthonous 
Mediterranean populations [5,6] because it quickly invades many 
environments. We now know that it regresses as soon as environmental 
resilience restores original conditions of these degraded environments 
[7-9]. Though I have no scientific data to demonstrate it, I think the 
same may be true of the red swamp crayfish Procambarus clarkii, native 
to the south Atlantic coasts of the USA.  This crayfish has invaded many 
parts of Europe [10], all of which, however, were already degraded and 
without the necessary predators.  The same may be true of Carcinus 
maenas and C. aestuarii, this time from Europe [11,12], which have 
invaded the coasts of America. Such errors of assessment have cost 
energy and resources that could have been directed elsewhere, above 
all in “thin cow” periods.

Though knowledge should be wide-ranging, unnecessary alarm 
should be avoided as it damages scientific credibility with the general 
public. This is a problem that also involves scientific journals, which 
should be more selective and make a more rigid peer-reviewed. 
Furthermore to decide which research to fund, I think administrators 
should be guided by a specific evaluation council with frequent 
turnover among council members, to avoid cronyism.
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