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Let’s save the tuna by eating more squirrel 
BY BEN MACINTYRE
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You would not eat tiger steak. You would turn up your nose at grilled rack of Sumatran orang-utan. Panda chow mein with ​bamboo shoots is not going to tempt even the most extreme gourmand.
I once accidentally ate raw whale in Norway and, on being told what it was, felt immediately sickened: culturally, morally, and then actually, in an ice bucket.

We should feel the same about a single sushi slice of bluefin tuna, the huge, delicious, once abundant fish that has been eaten by man to the brink of exterm​ination. For the bluefin, like the whale, is no longer food for ​humans, but a vanishing species of wildlife.

This week John West Foods was accused of using methods to catch tuna that violated a pledge to move towards wholly sustainable fishing. The species of tuna in John West tins are not yet endangered, but the dolphins, rare sea turtles and sharks that also perish in their nets most certainly are.

Things we would not dream of eating are being killed and discarded in the hunt for something we eat in vast amounts. There are even fears that stocks of some of common types of tuna, such as ​albacore, may be running out ​because of overfishing.

Some fishermen will always break the rules. What is needed is a concerted effort to train the world’s tastebuds, away from animals of which there are too few, and towards those of which there are far too many.

Like most forms of human ​behaviour, appetite can be ​educated and artificially adapted. Hunger can be controlled, with a combination of legal coercion, regulation and cultural pressure: remove bluefin tuna entirely from the world’s menus, and ​replace it with grey squirrel.

The Atlantic bluefin tuna was once common but since the start of industrialised fishing in the last century the population has plummeted by 85 per cent, the vast majority of the catch ending up as Japanese sushi. Regarded as “chicken of the sea”, tuna has been treated as an endlessly self-replenishing crop that required no planting and tending, and thrived in all weathers.

Bluefin stocks in some areas are close to collapse, yet the latest global quota set by the Inter​national Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tuna rose to almost double what scientists think the species can tolerate if it’s to recover.

The Japanese like to think bluefin is part of a long gastronomic tradition, when it’s a new food fad. Bluefin was ​disdained before the war as too dense and bloody, and only ​became a staple, and then a delicacy, during post-war food shortages in Japan.

Food tastes can be shaped by culture, economics and world events. But they can also be ​artificially suppressed. Take shark fin soup. The economic boom in China had a deleterious impact on shark populations, as a dish hitherto seen as a rare ​delicacy became a culinary status symbol. Shark numbers crashed, with at least 100 million killed by commercial or recreational fishing every year.

But for the past two years, the global fin trade has been in sharp decline, under pressure from ​public opinion and international regulation. Just as it has become a mark of ecological philistinism to eat whale meat, so the consumption of shark fin soup is fast ​becoming culturally unacceptable in China.

Stifling the human habit of eating rare animals is only half of the equation. We should simultaneously intensify, or revive and rediscover, a taste for forms of wildlife that have become dangerously numerous.

There are an estimated five million grey squirrels in Britain: that represents a lot of stew. ​Before the war, squirrel was widely eaten. On Newsnight the writer George Monbiot recently skinned and cooked a squirrel, which the presenter James O’Brien declared to be “perfectly edible”. The Wild Meat Company reports that squirrel was its bestseller last year. Culled badger may also be worth trying. Historically, badger was a staple dish across much of Europe. The French have a recipe for blaireau au sang (badger in blood); in Russia, badger fat is a folklore cure for coughs and sneezes.

My mother taught me never to reject food without trying it first: so over the years, I have snacked, with interesting results, on moose, rattlesnake, roast kangaroo, horses, alligator, llama sausage, zebra, ostrich burgers, hump of bison, goat testicles with tomatoes, garlic and chilli, and chargrilled escalope of armadillo cooked by a group of Guarani ​Indians in the Paraguayan jungle, when it would have been rude (and possibly fatal) to refuse.

In principle, as a carnivore, I am prepared to eat anything, so long as it is abundant (preferably over-abundant) and incapable of speech, woofing, or miaowing. With a dispassionate eye and a strong digestion, we should consume depending on availability, sustainability and personal taste.

Ernest Hemingway wrote The Old Man and the Sea at a time when the oceans still teemed with great fish. Of Santiago’s battle with the mighty marlin, he writes: “You loved him when he was alive and you loved him after. If you love him, it is not a sin to kill him.”

It is perfectly possible to love, kill and eat an animal; the sin lies in loving the taste so much we eat it to extinction.

