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Ocean Vanguards
How Chile became a marine
conservation leader
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Vibrant Oceans II
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conservation

Tañon’s Return to Abundance
Wins for local fisherfolk in the
Philippine’s largest marine reserve

Dr. Pauly

The enormous — and still
uncertain — impact and size of
China’s wild fish catch
China’s huge aquaculture industry uses
equally huge amounts of wild fish as feed.
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China has always had impressive
fisheries and aquaculture
industries; indeed, the latter,
which builds on over 1,000 years
of experience, contributes over
60 percent of global aquaculture
production. Assessing the real
contribution of China’s marine
fisheries to the world fish supply is
another story, however.
Following a century of civil
war and foreign invasions,
the founding of the People’s
Republic of China in 1949
provided the basis for the rapid
industrialization — mainly via
coastal trawlers — of fishery
operations along the Chinese
coast. Within a decade or two,
coastal fish stocks were depleted
of larger fish, some of which,
like the large croaker Bahaba
taipingensis, are now critically

endangered, if not extinct. Small
fish, often referred to as “trash
fish,” then became dominant in
trawl catches. The existence
of an aquaculture sector that
utilized small wild fish as feed for
farmed fish enabled overfishing
to continue, as did massive
government subsidies to what
was, and still is, a largely stateowned sector.
Then, starting in 1985, China
found a way to “regulate” the
number of its industrial vessels:
It sent them abroad to operate in
the Exclusive Economic Zone of
other countries, that is, it literally
exported some of its coastal
fisheries to the coasts of other
countries in Asia, Africa and South
America. This was problematic
from the onset. Hainan Province
in South China, from which most
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of the initial Chinese distant-water
fleet operated, refunded the fines
that vessels fishing illegally were
incurring when operating without
“access agreements” — fees
generally based on paying about
5 percent of the ex-vessel value
of the catch. This was reminiscent
of a U.S. practice in the 1960s
and 1970s, when the government
reimbursed the value of tuna fishing
vessels caught fishing illegally and
confiscated by Central and South
American countries.

These incentives, along with the
logistical and diplomatic support
China provided to its distant water
fleet, enabled it to become the
largest in the world, with an annual
catch in excess of 4 million tons,
taken from the waters of nearly
100 countries1. Of the total catch,
about two-thirds ends up in the
markets of the countries where it
was harvested, or in international
markets which supply the U.S.
and Europe, with only one-third
brought back to China, where it
complements the domestic catch.
The latter is normally of around 10
million metric tons per year (see
www.seaaroundus.org), but it may

2001 I published a piece in Nature
which documented the wide overreporting of China’s catches2. This
caused a furor in China, and at the
Food and Aquaculture Organization
of the U.N., which monitors world
catches.
Now that the dust has settled,
China has retroactively reduced
the catch that it submitted to the
FAO by a few million tons, but we
still don’t know what the country’s
catches really are. There are
statistical methods that could be
used to estimate Chinese marine
catches without having to sample
every fishing village and vessel.
The next step is for China to follow
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Chinese bahaba is a large croaker
that can reach 2 meters. It is
commercially extinct, and is probably
extinct altogether. It was much
appreciated for its delicate flesh and
especially for its swim bladder, which
when dried could sell for hundreds of
dollars apiece.
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be much higher or much lower.
Nobody really knows. The reason
is that from 1980 to the end of the
1990s, local functionaries inflated
their annual catch reports to look
good to their superiors, as tends
to occur in many sector socialist
economies. They mostly added a
similar percentage of catch every
year, which led to an exponential
increase of catches that became
so outrageously fake that China’s
central government clamped down
and declared in 1998 that the
domestic catch was henceforth
subjected to a Zero Growth Policy.
I played a part in this saga, when in

China is responsible for 60 percent
of global aquaculture output.

through on its ambitious five-year
plans, which make accurate catch
statistics and the management
and rebuilding of the domestic
fisheries a priority. Chinese leaders
have stated that their goals are
well-managed domestic seas
and an appropriately limited and
controlled distant water fleet. For
these admirable but challenging
goals to be achieved, they will need
to push as hard as they can to make
the appropriate changes in both
their fishery management system
and their fleets. All of us around the
world should be prepared to help
them to do that.
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