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TRACING DOLPHIN-FISHERY INTERACTION IN EARLY GREEK FISHERIES

Vasiliki K. SOKOU
Department of Animal Production, Fisheries & Aquaculture, University of Patras, Mesolongi, Greece

Joan GONZALVO
Tethys Research Institute, Milan, Italy

Ioannis GIOVOS
Department of Animal Production, Fisheries & Aquaculture, University of Patras, Mesolongi, Greece
iSea, Environmental Organization for the Preservation of the Aquatic Ecosystems, Thessaloniki, Greece

Cristina BRITO
CHAM - Centre for the Humanities FCSH, Universidade NOVA de Lisboa, Campus de Campolide, Lisboa, Portugal

Dimitrios K. MOUTOPOULOS
Department of Animal Production, Fisheries & Aquaculture, University of Patras, Mesolongi, Greece

e-mail: dmoutopo@upatras.gr

ABSTRACT

An exhaustive review of anecdotal references related to dolphin-fishery information in the Greek seas during 
the early phase of fishery development (1900-1975) was conducted. In that period fishers perceived dolphins as 
competitors and would intentionally kill them in retaliation for the loss that the dolphins caused by obstructing 
fishing operations and damaging fishing gear. This review highlights that dolphin-fishery interaction has been a major 
cause of concern to Greek fishers since the early 20th century, escalating with the way of life of modern society.

Key words: historical accounts, cetaceans, occurrence, historical ecology, marine environmental history

TRACCIA DELL’INTERAZIONE DELFINO-PESCATORE NELLE PRIME ATTIVITÀ DI 
PESCA GRECHE

SINTESI

È stata condotta una revisione esaustiva dei riferimenti aneddotici relativi alle informazioni sulla pesca dei 
delfini nei mari greci durante la prima fase dello sviluppo della pesca (1900-1975). In quel periodo i pescatori 
percepivano i delfini come concorrenti e li uccidevano intenzionalmente come ritorsione per le perdite che i 
delfini causavano ostacolando le operazioni di pesca e danneggiando gli attrezzi da pesca. Questa rassegna 
evidenzia come l’interazione tra delfini e pesca sia stata una delle principali cause di preoccupazione per i 
pescatori greci fin dall’inizio del XX secolo, intensificandosi con lo stile di vita della società moderna.

Parole chiave: testimonianze storiche, cetacei, occorrenza, ecologia storica, storia dell’ambiente marino
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INTRODUCTION

Human-marine environmental interaction has occurred 
throughout history and the study of the dynamics of eco-
systems and their biota needs to be temporarily broadened 
(Holm, 2022; Thurstan, 2022). The understanding gained 
and passed on from earlier periods, when human impact 
was limited (Moutopoulos & Stergiou, 2011), could serve 
as a useful knowledge repository in the efforts toward a 
re-evaluation of management thresholds (Zeller & Pauly, 
2018). In this context, the body of historical and “forgotten” 
science combined with modern natural observations has 
increased significantly, particularly within the frameworks 
of marine historical ecology and marine environmental 
history (Fortibuoni et al., 2017a; Mazzoldi et al., 2019), and 
nowadays incorporates findings from a wide range of multi-
disciplinary scientific fields (e.g., Engelhard et al., 2016).

The Mediterranean Sea provides ample possibilities of 
interaction between human activities and the surrounding 
communities (Coll et al., 2010). In this context, dolphins 
represent important elements of historical and cultural 
heritage of marine ecosystems (e.g., Greek waters: Pa-
padopoulos et al., 2002; Portugal: Brito & Vieira, 2010; 
Brito & Sousa, 2011). The importance of dolphins for the 
marine ecosystems is reflected in their very appellation, 
namely, the origin of the word dolphin is the ancient 
Greek word δελφίνι, meaning “womb”, as the sea is the 
womb of all life on the planet. Although the number of 
historical dolphin-human interaction studies for Mediter-
ranean waters has considerably increased over the past 
decades (for review see: STECF, 2019) and correspond-
ing data are easily found for the western Mediterranean 
(e.g., Brito & Vieira, 2010; Brito & Sousa, 2011; Sousa & 
Brito, 2011), such information is generally lacking for the 
eastern part of the basin.

The present study aims to evaluate dolphin-human 
interaction in Greek waters during the early phase of 
fishery development (1900-1975). The data collection 
method has been harmonised with the European Com-
mission for Marine Knowledge 2020 and the information 
incorporated into the European Marine Observation and 
Data Network (EMODnet). 

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Greek fisheries officially started to organise in 1911, 
and by the mid-1970s, they had passed from an es-
sentially pre-industrial stage to the industrialisation of 
fishing activities (Moutopoulos & Stergiou, 2012). An 
exhaustive search of traditional and digital libraries (i.e., 
newspapers, technical reports, and books) related to 
dolphins was conducted using the keyword “dolphins” 
for retrieving issues on dolphin-human interactions in the 
Greek seas during the early phase of fishery development 
(1900-1975). The following Athenian and regional jour-
nals were found in the National Library of Greece (http://
efimeris.nlg.gr/ns/main.html?fbclid=IwAR0n__4AKJQ-

ci7BFEwxCxZmu-90qQRZhlGhyMSmmcpkvB9gThXn-
wQmwi8E): Eleftheria (1944-1967), Empros (1896-1969), 
Macedonia (1911-1981), Rizospastis (1917-1983), Scrip 
(1893-1963), Acropolis (1883-1884), and Tachydromos 
of Egypt (1958-1977). For the journals published on the 
island of Crete and in the Dodecanese, old archives were 
found in an online database (http://vikelaia-epapers.
heraklion.gr/%CE%B5%CF%86%CE%B7%CE%BC%C
E%B5%CF%81%CE%AF%CE%B4%CE%B5%CF%82/). 
Duplicate records of the same report published in differ-
ent journals were excluded.

RESULTS

Overall, 28 historical records on dolphin-fishery inter-
actions and dolphin occurrences were retrieved from the 
1900-1975 period (Tab. 1). Records were more frequent 
for the Aegean Sea and mostly focused on conflicts 
between dolphins and fisheries, rather than on natural 
history reports. The first record (1906) of the presence of 
dolphins in the Greek seas refers to a shipwreck incident 
in Messinia, in which seamen were rescued by dolphins 
(Fig. 1) (Anonymous 1906). Later on, during the interwar 
period (1920-1940), dolphin conflicts with fisheries 
were increasingly reported (Tsakakis, 1950) creating the 
impression that “dolphins are enemies of the fishers” 
(Tsakakis, 1950). The first post-World War II reference 
describes nets destroyed by dolphins in the Chalkida area 
(Yakoumis, 1948). The fishers’ appeals to the competent 
authorities continued throughout the 1950s, describing 
damaged nets, calling for action against dolphins in 
cooperation with competent bodies and ichthyologists 
(Anonymous, 1953a, 1954c), asking for compensation 
for damaged nets, requesting permission to hunt dolphins 
with firearms (Tsakakis, 1950), and claiming monetary 
rewards for killed dolphins (Anonymous, 1959a).

During the 1950s, dolphins were described as “the 
plague of the Greek seas” (Anonymous, 1952) (Fig. 2). The 
spatial extent of this conflict encompassed the Kavala and 
Thessaloniki Bays, Limnos, Mytilene, and Chalkida in the 
northern and central Aegean. In 1951, a petition for the 
granting of the right to use weapons against dolphins was 
signed by professional fishers from all around Greece and 
sent to the Directorate of Fisheries (Anonymous, 1952). 
The same trend continued in the following decades with 
reports of damaged nets (Anonymous, 1952), calls for cull-
ing, compensation claims for damaged fishing gear, tips for 
“fighting” dolphins (Anonymous, 1975a), and demands for 
effective dolphin tracking measures (Anonymous, 1970). 
In 1975, trawlers and purse seiners from the Kavala port 
(Thracian sea) demanded that the government allocate 
500,000 Greek drachmas (an amount equivalent to € 7,000 
today) for extermination of dolphins by professional shoot-
ers (Anonymous, 1975a). However, during the 1970s the 
first signs of a changing human attitude towards dolphins 
appeared in local periodic magazines, describing dolphins 
as “the intellectuals of the seabed” (Katiforis, 1970).
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Tab. 1: References on dolphin-fishery interaction in the Greek seas during the 1900‒1975 period.
Tab. 1: Reference o interakciji med delfini in ribištvom v grških morjih v obdobju 1900–1975.

Year Area Details Reference

1906 South Ionian (Messinia) Ship-wreckers were rescued by dolphins. Anonymous (1906) 

1948 Evvoikos Gulf (Chalkis)
Nets destruction by dolphins. The Chalkis Coastal Fishers’ Association has made an official 
request to the Ministry for allowing the use of harpoons in order to hunt and kill dolphins.

Anonymous (1948) 

1951 Greek Seas
Nets destruction by dolphins. in the Greek seas, according to letters provided from fishers all throughout 
Greece. Fishers asked the Custom Port Authorities for permission to kill dolphins using guns.

Anonymous (1951) 

1952 North Aegean (Kavala)
Appeals from fishers to the Ministry authorities for effective dolphin prosecution. A memorandum was signed 
from the Fisher’s Association in Kavala port. Dolphins were responsible for net destruction and fish catch 
losses. Dolphins are referred to as “beasts”. Fishers applied for a gun license allowing killing dolphins.

Anonymous (1952) 

1953

North and Central Aegean (Kavala, 
Lesvos and Chios Islands)

Request by the professional fishers for the use of guns for the repelling of dolphins. Anonymous (1953a)

Greek Seas
At the first professional fishers’ workshop, fishers reported that the cost of losses due to dolphin 
attacks were equal to 10 fishing days each month..

Anonymous (1953b)

1954

Thracian Sea (Kavala)
A request has been made to the Governor of Thrace by an editor of the Kavala newspaper 
“Proini” to take action to prosecute dolphins in collaboration with competent ichthyologists.

Anonymous (1954c)

North Aegean (Kavala)
Fishers’ memorandum to the Governor of Thrace, citing dolphin-caused fishing gear destruction. 
Fisher’s associations request funding for the replacement of damaged nets. A request for the 
repelling of dolphins has been also made. Anonymous (1954d)

Eastern Aegean (Limnos) Reports on net damages and loss of the catches. Report about ineffective use of hunting weapons on dolphins.

Greek Seas
Claims from fishers to the Directorate of Fisheries for an official allowance of the use of fire gun 
for the repulsion of dolphins.

Anonymous (1954b)

Greek Seas
The Ministry of Industry is considering the introduction of awards for professional fishers who will catch 
dolphins. According to the available data, the damage to the purse seiners is the most serious.

Anonymous (1954a)

1956
North Aegean (Kavala, 
Thessaloniki)

Nets damages caused by dolphins. A craft with guns was reported for pre-war employment in the Thermaikos 
Gulf for killing dolphins, whereas the use of this method was outlawed in 1956. Fishers proposed measures 
to kill dolphins by using explosive capsules. Proposal for the exploitation of the dead dolphins (skin, fat).

Tsakakis (1956)

1958 Pagassitikos Gulf (Volos) Reports were made for dolphins’ attack on the fishing gears. Anonymous (1958)

1959

Thracian Sea (Kavala)
A compensatory measure was proposed by the Fisher Association of Kavala to the Ministry of Industry by a 
payout of 200 drachmas (current value of 55 €) per dead dolphin.

Anonymous (1959c) 

Inner Ionian Archipelagos 
(Astakos)

Two dolphins bycaught by a nylon fishing net. Anonymous (1959b) 

Greek Seas Fishers proposal to the Ministry of Marine for the persecution of dolphins by using firearms. Anonymous (1959a) 

Eastern Aegean (Lesvos 
Island)

Fishers claim that purse seine catches were reduced due to dolphins. Anonymous (1959d)

1960 Thracian Sea (Kavala)
Nets damages caused by dolphins. The vessels of the Port Authority were pursuing dolphins. Request for 
persecution of the dolphins.

Anonymous (1960)

1961 Amvrakikos Gulf (Ionian Sea) According to a local newspaper 3,000 dolphins devastating the Amvrakikos Gulf. Gonzalvo et al. (2015)

1962
Thracian Sea (Kavala)

From July to September 1961, the hiring of Turkish crews for hunting dolphins has resulted from a 15% 
to 20% increase in fish catches, as well as the avoidance of expenses of 800,000 drachmas (current 
value of 210,000 €) for repairing fishing gear. A grant of 250,000 drachmas (approximately 66,000 €) 
was requested to re-establish three hunting teams to kill dolphins during the 1962 fishing season.

Anonymous (1962)

Saronikos Gulf (Athens) Rescue of an injured dolphin in July 1962. Katiforis (1970)

1963
North Aegean, Central 
Aegean (Kavala, Volos, 
Lesvos Island)

Net losses have been reported, similar to those caused by the olive fruit fly and downy mildew. 
Dolphins were considered as “beasts of the seas”. The Fisheries Directorate has been requested 
to coordinate dolphin hunts and allocate fundings for this purpose.

Anonymous (1963) 

1965 Saronikos Gulf (Athens) Schooling dolphins can be seen. Anonymous (1965)

1966 Patraikos Gulf (Ionian Sea)
A grant of 600 drachmas (current value of 1.76 €) have been petitioned to subsidize the pursuit 
of dolphins by fishers.

Anonymous (1966)

1970 Greek Seas
The request for effective dolphin hunting was one of the outcomes of the 8th Pan-Hellenic 
Conference of Fishers (March 1970).

Anonymous (1970)

1975 Thracian Sea (Kavala)
The owners of trawl and purse seine vessels have petitioned the government for 500,000 drachmas 
(current value of 70,000 €) to subsidize the pursuit of dolphins by shooters.

Anonymous (1975a)

1975 Thracian Sea (Kavala)

Fisher’s association from Kavala issued a memorandum on dolphin killing and extinction (December 
23, 1975). The Custom Port Authorities and the Navy have asked the Ministries of Agriculture and 
Merchant Marine to prosecute dolphins by hiring special shooters. There have been reports of 
extensive gear damages as well as a loss of catch. Dolphins have been compared to “sea wolves”.

Anonymous (1975b)

1945-
1970

Thermaikos Gulf 
(Thessaloniki)

Dolphins attacked on purse seine nets. Fishers change their fishing tactics in response to the 
dolphins’ net destruction.

Fragoudi (2010)
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DISCUSSION

Greek waters have always been a key habitat for 
coastal dolphin populations (Frantzis, 2007; Crowley, 
2010). After the official organisation of the fishery sector 
(1911) (Moutopoulos & Stergiou, 2011) the dolphin-
human interaction in Greek Seas increased, especially in 
the wake of fishing gear depredation, catch and income 
losses, a pattern that was present throughout the Mediter-
ranean and beyond (STECF, 2019). This negative devel-
opment in the human-dolphin relations, which emerged 
in Greece later than in other regions of the world (Brito 
et al., 2016), shaped new attitudes and resulted in the 
characterisation of dolphins as “beasts” (Anonymous, 
1952) and “sea wolves” (Anonymous, 1975b). Ten years 
after the end of World War II, Greek fishers proposed 
using explosive capsules to kill dolphins (Tsakakis, 1950) 
and for almost two decades the extinction and deliberate 
killing of dolphins was one of the main activities of Greek 

fisheries (Anonymous, 1975b). Dolphin hunting and 
killing were legal (Fragoudi, 2010), and anyone killing 
a dolphin was entitled to compensation from the port 
authorities for each individual killed (Bearzi et al., 2003, 
2004; Fragoudi, 2010). This highly conflictive period ex-
tending into the mid-1970s coincided with the reported 
decline of the species that started in the late 1960s (Bearzi 
et al., 2021). However, as it is indicated in our review, 
all reports of dolphin-fishery interaction were gathered in 
enclosed gulfs adjacent to large ports and cities on the 
mainland, and on large islands (Fig. 1). This is because 
during the first mid-1900s most Greek fisheries were 
characterised by poorly equipped fishing vessels, which 
limited the spatial and temporal extent of their operations 
(Moutopoulos & Stergiou, 2011). This likely had a strong 
impact on local populations of dolphins living in con-
tinental shelf waters, particularly on common and bot-
tlenose dolphins, as the total biomass otherwise removed 
by fisheries in such areas may exceed that predated by 
dolphins (Bearzi et al., 2009).

Fig. 1: References on sightings and strandings indicating the presence of dolphins during the early period of Greek fishery 
development (references for historic data up to 1975 presented in Tab. 1).
Sl. 1: Reference o opažanjih in primerih nasedlih delfinov, ki kažejo na njihovo prisotnost v zgodnjem obdobju razvoja 
grškega ribištva (reference za zgodovinske podatke do leta 1975 so predstavljene v Tabeli 1).
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At the time of ancient Greece, dolphins were con-
sidered fishers’ friends, an incarnation of gods helping 
them herd fish schools towards their fishing gear, 
and indicators of fish abundance (Fragoudi, 2010). 
However, with the modernisation and spatiotemporal 
expansion of Greek fisheries, strong competition 
gradually developed, not only with dolphins but 
with marine mammals in general, (Vergitsi & Trova, 
1997). In more recent times, unsustainable fishing 
and habitat degradation have contributed to dramatic 
ecological changes in the Mediterranean Sea (For-
tibuoni et al. 2017b) and also in Greece (Tsikliras et 
al., 2021), exacerbating the perception that dolphins 
reduce fishery yields (Reeves et al., 2001), which was 
also present among Greek fishers during the 1950s 
and 1960s (Table 1).  

The protection of dolphins - which is supported 
by a variety of legal provisions, both national and 
European, such as for instance the Habitats Directive, 
which is related to the conservation of habitat types 
and of habitats of species (Council Directive 92/43/
EEC) - cannot solely rely on legislative measures, both 
because of the long time the relevant laws take to be 
enacted and/or ratified and because of the far too com-
mon lack of law enforcement, which often translates as 
non-compliance on the part of the stakeholders (e.g., 
fishers). Formal commitments to protect the dolphin 
population conflict with geopolitical complexity and 
socio-economic benefits, and a generally weak political 
will results in inaction (Bearzi et al., 2016). Although 
nowadays the dolphin-human interaction is still a criti-
cal topic, information on the presence, distribution and 
status of dolphin populations is spatially limited. The 

present study provides valuable data for implementing 
marine strategy policies, such as the Common Fisher-
ies Policy of the European Union and the EU Marine 
Strategy Framework Directive (2008/56/EC).

CONCLUSIONS

Historical anecdotal data can improve our under-
standing of past system dynamics and rising concerns 
about long-term human impact on the ecosystem (Brito 
& Vieira, 2016; Thurstan, 2022). These sources of histori-
cal information can also help us curb the phenomenon 
of shifting environmental baselines described by Pauly 
(1995), who noted that each generation subconsciously 
views as “natural” the way the environment appeared 
in their youth. The present study showed that some 
attitudes and behaviours that were once acceptable 
and even presented by the media as commendable, are 
nowadays illegal and socially unacceptable. Historical 
science may play an important role in comprehend-
ing present-day effects and conditions (Brito & Vieira, 
2010). Historical accounts of cetaceans may also be 
extremely useful in adding new data to the occurrence 
and distribution of marine mammals in poorly studied 
areas, many of which are distributed along the coasts 
of eastern and southern Mediterranean (Brito & Vieira, 
2010).
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Fig. 2: Articles published in the fisheries magazines during the 1950s and 1960s on the topic of dolphin-fishery 
interaction: Main article title “Dolphins, plague of the Greek seas” (top), images of killed dolphins (bottom).
Sl. 2: Članki, objavljeni v ribiških revijah v petdesetih in šestdesetih letih prejšnjega stoletja na temo interakcije 
med delfini in ribištvom: Naslov glavnega članka »Delfini, kuga grških morij« (zgoraj), slike ubitih delfinov (spodaj).
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POVZETEK

Avtorji so izvedli izčrpen pregled anekdotičnih sklicevanj v zvezi z informacijami o ribolovu na delfine 
v grških morjih v prvi fazi razvoja ribištva (1900-1975). Takrat so ribiči delfine dojemali kot tekmece in jih 
namenoma ubijali zaradi izgub, ki so jih delfini povzročili z oviranjem ribolova in poškodovanjem ribiškega 
orodja. Ta pregled poudarja, kako je bila interakcija med delfini in ribištvom glavni vzrok za zaskrbljenost 
grških ribičev od začetka 20. stoletja, ki se je stopnjevala z življenjskim slogom sodobne družbe.

Ključne besede: zgodovinski pregled, kiti, pojavljanje, historična ekologija, zgodovina morskega okolja
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