“THE STATE OF THE PLANET’S OCEANS”

NEW EPISODE OF JOURNEY TO PLANET EARTH 

PREMIERES MARCH 18, 2009 AT 8 P.M.

MATT DAMON HOSTS

WASHINGTON, D.C. — “The State of the Planet’s Oceans,” the next episode in the award-winning environmental series Journey to Planet Earth, will be broadcast on PBS on Wednesday, March 18, 2009 at 8 p.m., with Academy Award winner Matt Damon returning as on-camera host/narrator.  Produced by Emmy Award-winning filmmakers Hal and Marilyn Weiner, the Journey To Planet Earth series reports on the most important environmental and sustainable development issues of the 21st century. “The State of the Planet’s Oceans” is a Screenscope production in association with SCETV.

From Portugal to Peru, from Bangladesh to Belize, “The State of the Planet's Oceans” investigates the health and sustainability of the world's oceans, with a special emphasis on issues affecting marine preserves, fisheries, and coastal ecosystems in the United States and worldwide.  Today the oceans are home to nearly 80 percent of the planet’s plants and animals, providing sustenance to billions of people. What was once considered an inexhaustible source of food is now known to be a resource in danger of being completely depleted.  And as the ocean’s health declines, so do the seafaring communities that have depended on it for their livelihood for centuries. While presenting evidence of the threats to the oceans, “The State of the Planet’s Oceans” also reveals stories of hope, courage and redemption.

Aveiro, Portugal

“The history of fisheries is pretty much boom and bust.  You find one thing and you drive it down, deplete it and find some new thing, drive it down and deplete.” 

—  Carl Safina, Blue Ocean Institute

Known as the Venice of Portugal, Aveiro is a popular tourist attraction. The city’s canals and bridges, along with its sixteenth century classical architecture, draw visitors from around the world.  But Aveiro is famous for more than its beauty: four hundred years ago it was the launching point for the world’s largest long-distance fishing fleet headed towards North America.

When Portuguese fishermen arrived at the fishing grounds off Newfoundland and New England they were astonished to find the richest cod fishery in the world.  Hauling in heavy nets, they would clean and salt the fish, preserving it to bring it home.  For centuries this was a proud seafaring way of life.

As word spread about the wealth of these fishing grounds, more and more fishermen came, with bigger and bigger boats.  At its peak, over three billion pounds of Atlantic Cod were pulled from these fertile waters. Eventually the boats became so good at catching fish that they were catching them faster than they could reproduce.  By the end of the 20th century, these famed fishing grounds collapsed.

Today Aveiro fishermen must wait for the tide to go out in order to scrape and scrounge the tidal flats for small clams and snails.  Young people, whose families have always made a living from the sea, are leaving to find jobs in Lisbon and other cities.  

New Bedford, Massachusetts

Sons of Aveiro
“We are a people of the sea and when that gets lost it would be as if we lost our relationship to the land.” — Andrew Light, George Mason University

Across the ocean, nearly 3,000 miles away from Aveiro, descendants of those early Portuguese fisherman settled in New Bedford, Massachusetts.  Like their brethren who remained in Portugal, they share independence and a traditional seafaring way of life.  Unfortunately, they also share other things brought on by the collapse of the fisheries: economic devastation, high unemployment, frustration — and anger.

To offset the economic downturn, New Bedford is struggling to remake itself as a tourist attraction, restoring its historic district to the way it looked when Herman Melville shipped out in 1847.  Seaman’s Bethel Chapel, which stands in the center of the district, inspired Melville to write a scene in Moby Dick, where a preacher tells the foreboding fish tale of Jonah.  Today, the chapel’s ancient walls are still covered with the Portuguese names of the “disappeared” — those who sailed off never to return.   Sadly, if the fisheries fail to recover, it may be an entire way of life that disappears.

The Dry Tortugas Offer Hope

“Marine protected areas and networks of marine protected areas are one of the most important tools we have to protect the basic biological richness of the seas.” —  Bill Eishbaum, WWF

Ninety miles off the coast of Key West are the Dry Tortugas, surrounded by some of the most fertile waters of the largest barrier reef in North America.  An ecosystem that provides refuge to over 250 species of fish, its lush sea grass meadows are safe feeding and nesting areas for hundreds of endangered sea turtles.  A dense whirlpool of biodiversity, it is one of the most important spawning grounds for reef fish in the world. 

But not so long ago, the reefs all along the Florida Keys were suffering from increased recreational activities, population pressures and over-fishing.  To help reverse the trend, the Tortugas were declared a national marine sanctuary.    Coral reefs and fish populations have since rebounded, providing tempting prey for poachers.

As large fish stocks become increasingly hard to find, commercial fishing vessels skirt regulations and sneak into the sanctuary.  Law enforcement officials must regularly patrol the waters of the Dry Tortugas.  Heavily armed and ready for any situation, their vigilance is keeping the sanctuary safe.  As officials enforce the law they work to educate the fishermen they encounter about how the sanctuary is restoring the fish population for the future of all.

Greenland

Icebergs and Glaciers

“I didn’t expect the temperature trends to manifest themselves this clearly in ice sheet acceleration.” — Jason Box, Byrd Polar Research Center

Greenland is an island nation of spectacular icebergs and barren landscapes, locked in a seemingly never changing state of deep freeze.  But scientists recently discovered that even this polar ecosystem is changing — and much more rapidly than they thought.  Scientists traveled to the Kangerdlugssuaq Glacier, almost five miles across and over three thousand feet thick, to measure its movement.  Although glaciers travel so slowly it’s impossible to see with the naked eye, scientists found that the Kangerdlugssuaq glacier is moving nine miles per year or 125 feet per day, a speed triple that of ten years ago.  

What’s causing these speeding glaciers?  Gordon Hamilton and other glaciologists discovered that lakes from melted glaciers are now forming at higher and higher elevations, a clear sign of global warming.   Using animation, “The State of the Planet’s Oceans” explores how water from these lakes flows into rivers deep within the ice bed underneath the glaciers.  In effect, the increased water flow lubricates the bottom of the glacier, making it move faster on its downward path.  The increased velocity of the glacier means a greater volume of ice is falling into the sea, accelerating sea level rise.  

Scientists predict that within a few decades sea level rise will have a profound effect on low-level countries of the world, such as Bangladesh.

Bangladesh

Monsoons

“If sea level rise is three feet it will cover close to half the rice land in Bangladesh.  Bangladesh has 151 million people.  Imagine such a large share of that population losing its rice harvest.” — Lester Brown, Earth Policy Institute

One hundred and fifty-one million people call Bangladesh home, a country whose fortunes rise and fall with water.  Rice is dependent on water for growth, and through nature’s clockwork, the monsoon rains flood the country for two months each year, enabling the life-giving crop to grow, but also leaving millions homeless through flooding.  

If sea levels continue to rise, the fertile farms of the lowlands will be underwater, forcing tens of millions to flee into the Bangladesh capital of Dhaka, already teeming in poverty and ill equipped to deal with the incoming masses.  Environmental refugees would undoubtedly spill over the political border, and, like the monsoon rains, flood the streets of neighboring Calcutta, India — a city already burdened to the breaking point with 15 million residents.

South American Andes

“There’s a connection between what happens in the sea and what happens on land.  You are dealing with poor and sometimes desperate people. If you take one source of food away they’re going to find another source someplace else.  

— Scott Burns, WWF 

With peaks rising 25,000 feet, South America’s Andes Mountains are the highest tropical mountain chain in the world and home to more than 700 glaciers. Since the time of the Incas, these glaciers have been the only source of irrigation for small-scale farmers and herders.  Today in Peru, glaciers that are over 18,000 years old are drying up. If these glaciers disappear, as some scientists expect them to by the year 2015, millions of Peruvians who depend on them would have to relocate to coastal cities like Lima.  

Lima today is a bustling metropolis of nine million people. Built on one of the driest deserts in the world, its water is piped in from the glacial streams of the Andes. Four million of Lima’s residents live in shanty towns already, with no electricity or running water.

The poorest in Lima get by on seafood, but those fisheries are in danger from the semi-treated sewage that flows into the Pacific.  The surge of environmental refugees that would descend into Lima from the mountains would threaten these fisheries to the breaking point.

Belize

Fish Love Under a Full Moon
“We swim right into the school of these things so you’re just looking around and it’s just solid fish.  It’s just unbelievable.  It can be pretty spooky being in one of these milky spawn clouds and just looking around — you really don't know what's coming at you.”

 — Will Heyman, The Nature Conservancy

Off the coast of Belize on a small Caribbean Island called Laughing Bird Key, one of nature’s miracles happens during the time of the full moon.  Tens of thousands of snappers and groupers converge for a frenzied, thrashing love-in.  Scientists from around the world come to study the event.

Distracted by their mating rituals, the reef fish don’t notice the whale sharks — up to 60 feet long —gliding silently towards them.  Sharks have come to feed on the dense cloud of eggs the spawning fish produce.  

For years, local fishermen would catch snapper and grouper before they had reproduced, cutting off the food chain for themselves and the whale sharks.  To solve this problem, local officials created the Gladden Spit Marine Reserve, where the catch is carefully monitored and recorded, and where during the spawning season fishing is limited.

The fish stocks rebounded and the whale sharks returned, bringing with them a new source of income: eco-tourism.  Visitors are now offered a chance to swim with the largest fish on the planet and experience one of nature’s most incredible sights.

“The State of the Planet’s Oceans’ concludes with a tour to the elegant world of biodiversity and beauty with a first-person essay from distinguished oceanographer and explorer, Sylvia Earle, who takes viewers down to the darkest depths of the ocean. As the water turns from blue to violet to inky black, she explains how the living systems of the ocean are crucial to our survival and how ultimately, we must all work together to ensure the oceans, on which all life depends, continue to thrive.

An educational outreach campaign is being developed in association with South Carolina ETV.  It features the participation of Journey To Planet Earth museum and aquarium partners who will receive advance copies of the new show as well as support material for promotional use within their communities.  In addition, an edited 25-minute version of the program will be produced and made available to environmental organizations as well as schools and colleges throughout North America.  Both long and short versions of the episode will include a leader’s guide. 
Journey To Planet Earth is one of the most successful environmental series in the world, with episodes broadcast in most major overseas television markets, including Western and Eastern Europe, the Middle East, China, Japan, Australia, Singapore, Brazil and Canada.  The series currently yields a worldwide television audience of over 75 million viewers per year. There are also over 5,000 videos of the series in educational media libraries yielding an annual audience of approximately 1.2 million students.

The State of the Planet's Oceans is made possible by a major grant from the National Science Foundation and the Arthur Vining Davis Foundations, with additional funding from the Munson Foundation and the National Marine Sanctuary Foundation.

About Marilyn and Hal Weiner
Through their Washington, DC production company (Screenscope), Marilyn and Hal Weiner have produced, written, and directed over 225 documentaries and five public television series (State of the Planet, Journey To Planet Earth, Women At Work, Faces Of Man and The World Of Cooking).  They have also produced three feature films (Family Business, The Imagemaker, and K2).

The Weiners have won Emmy Awards for The Earth Summit Pledge, commissioned by the United Nations to open the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, and Streets of Sorrow, an NBC documentary about a support group formed to help people cope with the violent death of a family member.

They are recipients of the National Academy of Television Arts and Science's Silver Circle Award for "outstanding contributions to the television industry."  Marilyn Weiner is the winner of Women-In-Film's "Women of Vision Award" for creative excellence.  In a contest sponsored by the National Endowment for the Arts and the PEN/Faulkner Foundation, Hal Weiner won first prize at the 18th annual Larry Neal Writers' Competition for his dramatic screenplay, The Jerusalem Syndrome.  Mr. Weiner also won first prize in the Washington DC Screenwriting Competition for his feature film script Shadows.  The Weiners have also won over 130 top international awards, including 39 CINE Golden Eagles.

About South Carolina ETV
 

South Carolina ETV is South Carolina's statewide network with 11 television stations, eight radio stations and a closed-circuit educational telecommunications system in more than 2,000 schools, colleges, businesses and government agencies.
 

South Carolina ETV brings non-commercial, inspiring public television not only to the citizens of South Carolina, but through its national productions, to the rest of the United States and the world.  Recent and upcoming presentations include The Power of Forgiveness, Germans in America, and Uncorked! Wine Made Simple.  Past productions include Making Schools Work with Hedrick Smith, and Journey to Planet Earth, hosted by Matt Damon (the only continuing environmental series on PBS).  South Carolina ETV Radio produces Marian McPartland’s Piano Jazz, NPR’s longest running performance program.
 

For almost 50 years, education has been South Carolina ETV’s primary mission, harnessing television’s enormous power to inform and stimulate young minds.  The network’s educational commitment now extends from early childhood to adult education.  Distance learning and telecourses let students earn college credit or a GED without leaving home.  Teachers and other professionals, including childcare providers, regularly update job skills through South Carolina ETV.  Adults also learn to read through the easily accessible services of its literacy campaign.  South Carolina ETV’s knowitall.org educational Web portal provides on-line classroom materials that meet state curriculum standards.

*   *   *

www.pbs.org/journeytoplanetearth
Downloadable photos at www.pbs.org/pressroom
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