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Fish by Fish
Oceana aims to restore the oceans’ health.

O
n a recent trip to Eas-
ter Island, Oceana CEO Andy 
Sharpless ’77, J.D. ’86, took a 
hike along the coast. The con-

servation group he runs has helped over-
haul national laws to better protect marine 

life throughout Chile’s coastal waters and 
fisheries—and is now pushing to curb over-
fishing around the famous island, a Chilean 
special territory.

It is the most isolated inhabited place 
on earth, where hundreds of tourists nev-

ertheless arrive daily to see the famous 
carved-stone human figures, called moai, 
that dot the landscape. The ancient stat-
ues are impressive, Sharpless says. But so 
are signs of the island’s current environ-
mental problems—and its historic legacy 
as a man-made ecological disaster. “No fish 
jumped out of the water,” Sharpless notes. 
The once abundant forests and plant life 
are long gone, along with the island’s im-
portant role as a major rookery for sea-
birds. During a 12-mile hike over scrubby 
ground strewn with volcanic rocks, “We 
saw only two tiny forests, maybe a half-
acre each,” Sharpless says. “We also saw 
two birds, neither of which was native: 

Andy Sharpless on Easter 
Island. He predicts that 
proposed restrictions on 
fishing will help regenerate 
marine life in the surround-
ing waters within a decade. 
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to Harvard’s field-hockey squad.
Last spring, at a student-faculty dinner, 

Khan was chatting with Stephen Blyth, 
Ph.D. ’92, managing director of the Har-
vard Management Company and profes-
sor of the practice in statistics. Blyth, who 
grew up in Great Britain, played cricket 
for the club in the late 1980s. (Cricket, he 
says, “is the first thing that an Englishman 
and a Pakistani would talk about.”) Blyth 
soon agreed to be their faculty adviser; 
under American College Cricket rules, he 
is even allowed to participate in games if 
the team is short-handed. (When he plays, 
he’s among the club’s best batsmen.)

In competitive matches, teams often 
score more than 150 runs. They can score 
even more at Jordan Field: its narrow 

confines make balls hit to the left or right 
much more likely to reach the fence. That’s 
one reason why batting strategy—wheth-
er to attack with a full or checked swing, 
when to block a ball headed at the wicket, 
and whether to hit to the left or right—is 
a key part of the game. Likewise, a smart 
bowler will watch a batsman’s habits 
and adjust his deliveries. “You can notice 
where the batsman likes to go,” Khan says.

Last fall, the club won its first five 
games, then dropped six straight, and 
finished with a 6-9 overall record. But the 
cricketers played well at the New England 
regional tournament organized by Ameri-
can College Cricket (ACC), the sport’s 
national governing body, and earned a 
spot at the national tournament in Fort 

Lauderdale in March. There, playing in the 
only full-size cricket stadium in the coun-
try, they went up against some of the best 
college cricket competitors from among 
the 70-odd teams that play under the um-
brella of the ACC. Their matches didn’t go 
as well as Khan had hoped—several play-
ers were exhausted after driving nonstop 
from Cambridge to Florida—but they re-
bounded to score more than 200 runs at 
home in the final game of the season, losing 
only narrowly to Dartmouth. Next school 
year, Khan hopes to improve on the team’s 
top-15 national ranking. The challenge will 
be getting more of the club’s two dozen 
casual members to show up consistently 
for practices and games. “Planning,” he 
says, “is in full force.” vpeter vigneron
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they were raptors introduced at some 
point to kill the rat population that the 
Polynesian colonists brought with them in 
the tenth century. The only other wildlife 
were horses and cows and three dogs.”

Oceana, based in Washington, D.C., be-
lieves the world’s oceans “are in crisis from 
overfishing, acidification, and habitat de-
struction [and] works internationally to al-
leviate these and other problems through 
policy-oriented campaigns.” The nonprof-
it group has a $20-million annual budget, 
about 130 employees, a team in Chile, and 
eight other overseas offices. (In addition to 
Sharpless, three other alumni are also in-
volved: president Jim Simon, J.D. ’83, as-
sistant general counsel Eric Bilsky, J.D. ’91, 
and board member María Eugenia Girón, 
M.B.A. ’92.) Its goals extend from banning 
the shark-fin trade and requiring seafood 
traceability in the United States to over-
hauling the European Union’s fisheries pol-
icy, preventing offshore oil drilling in Belize 
(and elsewhere), and saving specific endan-
gered marine species and habitats, such as 
the Steller sea lion in Alaska. Earlier this 
year, Oceana publicized its “seafood fraud” 
investigation, which found that one-third 
of the seafood sold to American consum-
ers was mislabeled. The results, 
Sharpless wryly notes, got more 
media attention than Oceana’s 

fight against oil drilling during the year that 
“BP was ruining the Gulf of Mexico, prov-
ing that people care more about what goes 
in their stomachs.”

The fraud investigation supports 
Oceana’s push for a national system that 
tracks fish from “boat to plate”; Sharpless 
says that would reduce illegal fishing sig-
nificantly. Bills to require such a system are 
pending in both the House and the Senate, 
and the American fishing fleet, he reports, 
agrees, for a change, with Oceana’s efforts 
“because they see themselves as more law-
abiding than the foreign fleets.” (“More of-
ten,” he adds, “we are fighting with them.”)

Oceana focuses on influencing the laws 
of the nine countries, plus the European 
Union, that together control two-thirds 
of the world’s marine fish production. 
Seven out of eight fish are caught within 
200 nautical miles of the coast in an “ex-
clusive economic zone” controlled by the 
closest country; Peru, China, the United 
States, Russia, and Indonesia lead the 
pack. Sharpless outlines the workings of 
the global fishing industry as part of his 
first book, The Perfect Protein: The Fish Lover’s 
Guide to Saving the Oceans and Feeding the World 
(Rodale), published in May. The rest are 
nabbed in the “high seas” controlled by 

committees such as the International 
Commission for the Conservation of At-
lantic Tuna (ICCAT)—which Sharpless 
says is more commonly known in the in-
dustry as the commission “to Catch All 
Tuna.” It is much harder to change fishing 
operations at that level, he adds, because 
committees “tend to make decisions by 
consensus, which means they arrive at 
the lowest common denominator—and 
very often do not even enforce that.” By 
contrast, the top fishing countries, he 
says, “generally have the capability, if they 
choose to do it, to manage their fisheries 
well and to make them abundant forever.”

The Perfect Protein promotes eating more 
fish because Sharpless believes, along with 
many others, that it’s healthy for the brain, 
the body, and the world. Choosing meat or 
poultry instead, he argues, directly affects 
the demand for grain, which leads in turn 
to further deforestation and loss of biodi-
versity; the oceans, which cover 71 percent 
of the planet, can still recover, despite cur-
rent pollution and overfishing. The concise 
book, with a foreword by former president 
Bill Clinton, gives a general audience guid-
ance on “eating responsibly,” along with 21 
“sustainable” recipes from renowned chefs, 
and a fine selection of further readings.

Sharpless loves the 
challenge and sense of 
integrity in public-ad-
vocacy work. A birth-
right Quaker, he was 
raised in Philadelphia 
and finds compelling 
“the idea that Quak-
ers are radical and 
definitive about your 
responsibility for your 
own moral judgment. 
You are not to be a fol-
lower,” he says. “You 

own your own life, conscience, and moral 
decisionmaking.”

He cannot tolerate ineffectiveness or 
waffling. “I am very nonmystical, very 
hardheaded,” he asserts—and a devoted 
player of competitive sports, even though 
he didn’t come close to varsity: “I think 
I got to play two minutes for Harvard’s 
freshman soccer team, all year.”

For the last 12 years, he has held an an-
nual “Gameboy Weekend” at his summer 
house on Chesapeake Bay, to which about 
30 male friends between 34 and 65 (includ-

Time, Flying
Senior English orator Félix de 
Rosen ’13 (who in a throat-
clearing moment told the Ter-
centenary Theatre throng, “This 
feels a little bit different from 
speaking in section”) chose a 
graduation chestnut—the pas-
sage of time—as his theme, but 
refreshed it by tying in the story 
of the late Charles A. Ditmas Jr., 
long the keeper of the College’s 
antique clocks. On Wednesday, 
some Eliot House members of the class of 1963—who as seniors had created one time 
capsule, exhumed at their twenty-fifth reunion, and buried a second during that event—
gathered to examine their 1988 missives. Tony Rossmann, David Otto, Bruce Johnson, 
and Paul Bamberg opened the capsule at Eliot; missing was Boone Turchi, stuck in 
traffic. Not all the letters proved prescient, but one did. Also missing was Myles Alex-
ander Walsh III, who died in 2008 (he was represented by his son Myles Alexander 
Walsh IV, and his son, Myles Alexander Walsh V); he had written, “There is a chance 
that I will not be able to attend our 50th reunion.” (For more on this story, see http://
harvardmag.com/capsule.)
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From left: David Otto, Bruce Johnson, Xandy 
Walsh, Alex Walsh, John Fryer ’64, Tony Rossmann, 
and Paul Bamberg read letters buried in 1988.
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ing Harvard buddies) eagerly flock. 
They play softball and tennis (with 
rules changed “to make them bet-
ter, in my opinion,” he says), along 
with his own complex creations. In 
“blind replica,” for example, teams 
are challenged to “ replicate a struc-
ture [using Tinkertoys® or Legos®] 
that you cannot see, based on advice 
from a teammate who can see the 
original, but not the replication.” 
The final products are put on dis-
play and critiqued. “There’s an elab-
orate point system,” he says, “and 
everyone gets ranked.”

Although his career path may 
seem nonlinear, evidence of his 
drive—and innovation—is every-
where. In a formative experience just af-
ter college, the economics concentrator 
worked as a consumer-rights organizer 
under Ralph Nader, LL.B. ’58, and led the 
state-level campaign that established the 
first citizens’ utility board, in 1979 in Wis-
consin. “Amazingly—we won!” he says, 
just as happy about it now. He went on 
to the London School of Economics, law 
school, and then to McKinsey & Company 
for five years before pursuing a longstand-
ing interest in mass media in a job at the 
Museum of Television and Radio. Along 
the way, he and Beth Inabinett married. 
She is a volunteer coordinator at another 
nonprofit, Ashoka, and the couple have 
two daughters, now in their twenties.

In 1994, Sharpless took a calculated risk 
and joined the leadership team of a fledg-
ling, pre-“Internet boom” software firm, 
Progressive Networks, that ultimately 
became the first company to develop and 
commercialize streaming audio and video, 
and then encouraged the technology for 
use in online activism. By the time he left, 
in 1997, to become executive vice president 
of the Discovery Channel’s Internet divi-
sion, the company had grown to 300 em-
ployees and was well on its way toward a 
public offering.

In 2003, Sharpless was hired to lead 
Oceana, then barely a year old. The orga-
nization was begun by five ocean-conser-
vation philanthropies, including the Pew 
Charitable Trusts and the Oak Foundation 
of Geneva and is still primarily funded by 
such groups. At the time, he knew little 
about oceans, but he liked the immense 
environmental challenge—and potentially 
world-changing rewards. “In college, I had 

a long list of ways in which I thought the 
world could be improved,” he says, smiling. 
And he still does. But he wouldn’t take the 
job without assurances of clear, business-
like goals. “We have specific campaigns 
with measurable outcomes: we win or we 
lose,” he says. “And we are very effective, if 
we don’t spread ourselves too thin.”

Much of its conservation effort entails 
protracted litigation. Five years of work 
in Chile (seventh on the list of top fish-
catchers), for example, led to national laws 
being “rewritten in 2012 to mandate that 
fishing quotas be based on scientifically 
set limits and that habitats be protected, 
including 118 seamounts [submerged 
mountains that are important oceanic 
ecosystems] that are now off-limits to bot-
tom-trawling,” Sharpless explains. Also 

required is that bycatch (fish caught unin-
tentionally and in many cases discarded) 
be limited and managed by independent 
observers on all large commercial vessels.

This spring, Oceana forestalled off-
shore oil drilling in Belize by challenging 
the legality of the government’s awarding 
of leases “on 100 percent of its ocean to 
oil companies without seriously manag-
ing the risk of that activity,” Sharpless 
reports. (Among those working pro bono 
on the case is Rebekah Lacey, J.D. ’08.) “We 
won at the trial-court level, validating 
what we’ve been saying for two and a half 
years,” he adds. “The Belize government 
plans to appeal that decision, however. 
And so the battle continues.”

Resistance to fishing restrictions also 
looms on Easter Island. Oceana wants to 

harvard medalists
On commencement day, three people received 
the HAA’s Harvard Medal, awarded for outstand-
ing service to the University.

James V. Baker ’68, M.B.A. ’71. President of the 
Harvard Alumni Association and President of the Har-
vard Club of the United Kingdom, First Marshal of the 
Class of 1968 and student athlete extraordinaire, you 
have served Harvard as a loyal leader and outstanding 
organizer, strengthening Harvard’s relationship with its 
international alumni.

William Thaddeus Coleman Jr., J.D. ’43, LL.D 
’96. Harvard Overseer, distinguished American, and de-
voted alumnus of the Harvard Law School, you have always 
upheld the highest standards for law and public service in 
our community and country, leading by exhortation and 
example as a visionary advocate for civility and civil rights.

(Although illness prevented Coleman from attend-
ing the event, his daughter was present; President Drew 
Faust announced 
that  the  award 
would be given to 
him at a later date, 
before reading his 
citation aloud, along 
with the others).

Georgene Botyos 
Herschbach, Ph.D. 
’69. Exemplary Har-
vard citizen holding 
countless administra-

tive roles in the College, including Registrar, Dean of Ad-
ministration, and co-master of Currier House, you have 
served with excellence and selfless devotion, helping to 
improve the education and life experiences of students, 
faculty, and staff.

William Thaddeus 
Coleman Jr.
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Centennial medalists
The graduate school of Arts and Sci-
ences Centennial Medal, first awarded in 
1989 on the occasion of the school’s hun-
dredth anniversary, honors alumni who 
have made notable contributions to so-
ciety that emerged from their graduate 
study at Harvard. It is the highest honor 
that the Graduate School bestows, and 
awardees include some of Harvard’s most 
accomplished alumni. The 2013 recipi-
ents, announced at a ceremony on May 
29, are: Everett Mendelsohn, Ph.D. ’60, 
professor of the history of science emeri-
tus; biographer and scholar of American 
literature Arnold Rampersad, Ph.D. ’73, 
Stanford’s Kimball professor in the hu-
manities emeritus; Louise Richardson, 
Ph.D. ’89, formerly professor of govern-
ment and executive dean of the Radcliffe 
Institute for Advanced Study at Harvard, 
now principal and vice-chancellor of the 
University of St Andrews; and Sherry 
Turkle ’69, Ph.D. ’76, professor of the so-
cial studies of science and technology at 
MIT. For more about the honorands, see 
http://harvardmag.com/medalists-13.

Clockwise from top left: Everett Mendelsohn, Arnold Rampersad,  
Louise Richardson, and Sherry Turkle

triple the size of an already established 
150,000-square-kilometer “no-take” fish 
reserve (the fourth-largest of its kind in 
the world) around a neighboring island, 
Salas y Gomez. Especially critical to re-
storing the region’s fish population is con-
serving the chain of seamounts between 
the two islands. Separately, Oceana is in 
discussions with the indigenous people, 
the Rapa Nui, about prohibiting indus-
trial fishing (vessels more than 18 meters 
long) within a 200-mile zone around Eas-
ter Island “in a way,” Sharpless says, “that 
does not offend their ancestral fishing 
rights.” The rapid decline of tuna, sharks, 
and other big fish is primarily due to in-
dustrial fishing, particularly from illegal 
foreign fleets, according to Oceana. As a 
result, in an ironic scenario, the majority 
of island businesses are importing tuna 
from Tahiti to feed tourists, whose mon-
ey, in turn, sustains the local economy. 
The proposed restrictions would “help 
regenerate fish populations over time,” 
Sharpless says, “and spur an artisanal fish-
ing fleet of the Rapa Nui.”

The Rapa Nui are conflicted about ac-

cepting any limits, a situation complicated 
by the economic gains and the wish for 
more autonomy at the provincial level. 
“We are in a pre-existing, complicated po-
litical environment,” Sharpless concedes. 
“I don’t know whether we’re going to win 
there. But I think we have a good chance.” 
Oceana hopes that Chilean president Se-
bastián Piñera acts within a typically 
nonpoliticized time frame: after this No-
vember’s presidential election and before 
March 2014, when he leaves office.

This may, Sharpless’s Gameboy Weekend 
also featured a Saturday night discussion, 
over drinks, of life’s lessons. The question 
posed was: What do you know to be true 
now that you didn’t believe when you were 
younger? At 20, Sharpless believed good in-
tentions led to good outcomes. Environmen-
tal work has shown him otherwise: “Pure-
of-heart incompetence is a very dangerous 
thing,” he asserts. “You are going to create 
problems for yourself and the world if you 
don’t know what you are doing.”

The history of Easter Island’s ecologi-
cal demise is well known. Even before 

Europeans arrived, the rats that came 
with the original Polynesian settlers 
“were devouring the seeds of the future 
forests, and the forests were being cut 
down to plant sweet potato fields,” he 
explains. By the time Dutch explorer 
Jacob Roggeveen got there, on Easter 
morning in 1722, “the place was already 
in rapid decline, with anarchy, disorder, 
starvation, and signs of cannibalism.” 
The risks and results of environmental 
ruin were probably as clear to Roggeveen 
then as they should be to modern observ-
ers, he adds. “This is what you get when 
you have shortsighted overuse of natural 
resources: a collapse that is ugly and dis-
advantageous for civilization.”

Still, there is hope, he insists. The oceans 
are surprisingly resilient and, with help, 
can regenerate. Oceana predicts that the 
changes in Chile, and those proposed for 
Easter Island, mean that within five to 
10 years, “people will be hiking and see-
ing more fish. More people will be fish-
ing off the island,” he adds, “and bringing 
a healthy dinner home for their families.”
 vnell porter brown
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