
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 1 

 

The Le Cren Medal 
 

 
“LAUDATIO FOR FISHBASE” 
 
The 2017 LeCren Medal is awarded to the consortium of scientists, programmers and 
archivists that conceived, developed and continue to maintain the fantastic resource that is 
FishBase. 
 
Needing no introduction to many of you, FishBase is an online global biodiversity 
information system and database of finfish species (http://www.fishbase.org/). It is the 
largest and most extensively accessed online database for fishes worldwide. FishBase 
provides comprehensive species data, including information on taxonomy, geographical 
distribution, biometrics and morphology, behaviour and habitats, ecology and population 
dynamics as well as reproductive, metabolic and genetic data spanning back more than 250 
years. As of October 2016, FishBase included descriptions of 33,400 species and subspecies 
in almost 300 languages, 57,800 pictures, and references to 51,600 works in the scientific 
literature. The site provides fisheries information to over 600,000 visitors every month. 
FishBase website receives around 12 to 30 million hits each month, with 8-17 million 
individual pages visited. On average each visitor looks at 20 pages during their visit. By far 
the most popular pages are the individual species summaries, but tables of scientific names 
and photographs are also frequently consulted by users. 
 
The FishBase database has been referenced over 6,500 times in 160 different journals 
spanning fisheries, agriculture, and business management. Data made available through 
FishBase has been instrumental in some of the most high-profile, and highly cited papers of 
the past three decades – including: Pauly et al. (1998) Fishing down marine food webs. 
Science 279: 860–863 [2309 citations]; Worm et al. (2006) Impacts of biodiversity loss on 
ocean ecosystem services. Science 314: 787–790 [1775 citations]; Pauly et al. (2002) 
Towards sustainability in world fisheries. Nature 418: 689–695. 
 
The origins of FishBase go back to the 1970s, when the fisheries scientist Daniel Pauly found 
himself struggling to test a hypothesis on how the growing ability of fish was affected by the 
size of the individual and their ability to take in oxygen. Pauly found it exceedingly difficult 
to get the information he needed because the relevant facts were scattered across and 
buried in hundreds of journal articles, reports, newsletters and other sources. Pauly 
believed that the only practical way fisheries managers could access the huge volume of 
data they needed was to assemble and consolidate all the data available into some sort of 
central and easily accessed repository. Such a database would be particularly useful if the 
data could also be standardised and validated. Pauly recruited Rainer Froese at Institute of 
Marine Sciences, Kiel, Germany, who in-turn created the beginnings of a software resource 
(the database was previously available only as a CD Rom) in 1988. This software was 
launched as a searchable web tool in August 1996. Rainer Froese was FishBase Project 
Leader from 1990 to 2000 and FishBase Coordinator from 2001 to 2015. Maria Lourdes 
‘Deng’ Palomares worked with the FishBase Project at the International Center for Living 
Aquatic Resources Management (ICLARM, Manila, Philippines) for 10 years before joining 
the University of British Columbia (UBC), Canada in 2001. Deng was appointed (by 
the FishBase Consortium) the FishBase Coordinator in September 2015. 
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Over the course of its development, the FishBase website has expanded dramatically and 
the creators have demonstrated considerable imagination and innovation. As an example of 
this, the website includes a ‘Fish Quiz’, it offers keys for “Quick Identification”, and for 
philatelists, photos of over 700 postage stamps featuring fishes of over 460 species. The 
team regularly adds new tools, lists and queries that they themselves deem useful and those 
that have been suggested by users. FishBase supports the uploading of fish observations 
and photos through the Internet, e.g. from SCUBA divers or anglers (via the “Fish Watchers” 
portal). Standardized distribution maps are generated ‘on the fly’ using ‘AquaMaps’ an 
algorithm specially developed by the FishBase team, but now in wide usage elsewhere (for 
example to predict future fish distributions under climate change), that establishes 
estimates of environmental preferences and therefore geographical distribution, with 
respect to depth, water temperature, salinity, primary productivity, and association with sea 
ice or coastal areas. 
 
FishBase was in many ways an ecological forerunner for the ‘open data’ approach to science 
which is currently gaining momentum. In 2012, with the backing of the FishBase consortium, 
Boetinger et al (Journal of Fish Biology, 81: 2030-2039) published rFishBase, an interface 
between the FishBase dataset for the statistical computing software R. For the first time, 
this made the FishBase archive machine readable and provided a new way for researchers 
to query, compile and summarise FishBase data. In 2017, rFishBase2.0 was launched along 
with a FishBase Application Programming Interface (API) which allows unfettered access to 
FishBase through an online portal. These steps ensure that FishBase will maintain its 
integral importance to global fisheries science in coming years.  
 
Many of us have grown up with FishBase as our go-to resource for data on fish biology and 
fisheries, and it is great to know that the resource is on such a strong footing, and in great 
hands. 
 
It therefore gives me great pleasure to award the FishBase consortium the Le Cren Medal 
for 2017. Indeed, I cannot think of a more worthy group of winners of this award in our 50th 
Anniversary Year. I would like to call on Dr. Rainer Froese, of the Helmholtz Center for 
Ocean Research in Kiel, and a key member of the FishBase team for the past almost 30 
years, to collect the award on behalf of the team. 
 


