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In China, seafood has overtaken pork as the nation’s most popular protein. It’s a dietary shift with the potential for broad
environmental and economic consequences. Photo by robertharding/Alamy Stock Photo

The Consequences of China’s Booming Demand for Seafood
The country is putting restrictions on its domestic fishing fleet, but its
distant water fleet has been growing to compensate.
by Erica Gies
June 28, 2018 | 1,000 words, about 5 minutes
Seafood consumption per capita in China has recently surpassed pork, according to
China’s Ministry of Agriculture, and that has repercussions for ocean ecosystems in the
country and beyond.
Several factors are responsible for shifting Chinese diets in a different direction. Incomes
have risen, for instance, so people can afford seafood, which is typically pricier than other
meats, says Yvonne Sadovy, a professor of biological sciences at the University of Hong
Kong. Its priciness also makes it a status symbol, she says, and it regularly shows up on
the menu at banquets and weddings. Also, public health campaigns are encouraging
Chinese people to choose lower fat proteins. Plus, food production scandals have led
people to view wild foods as healthier, she adds.
And the Chinese really love seafood, says Peter Redmayne, president of Sea Fare
Expositions, a US-based business that organizes an annual seafood trade show in China.
Citing a proverb, he adds, “Without fish there is no dinner.”
Due to these factors and China’s population of nearly 1.4 billion, the country consumed
more seafood[PDF] in 2013 than the next nine countries combined. One-fifth of the global
catch volume goes to satiating its demand for wild-caught fish. Intensive fishing in
Chinese waters over the past few decades has dramatically reduced fish stocks. And other
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human activities have fueled the decline as well, destroying half of China’s coastal
wetlands, 57 percent of mangroves, and 80 percent of coral reefs, all critical fish
spawning, nursing, and feeding grounds. A 2017 paper summarized the issue: “Some
large marine ecosystems, most notably in the Bohai Sea, have been degraded to the point
of becoming dead zones.”
To turn this around, China’s most recent five-year plan calls for several fisheries and ocean
management reforms that are in line with President Xi Jinping’s agenda for an “ecocivilization” that would shift Chinese society toward sustainable development.
The reforms are ambitious. But they may not be realized. The 2017 paper, which outlines
the past four decades in Chinese fisheries management, points out that institutional
barriers—inadequate data, monitoring constraints, lack of an appropriate institutional
structure, insufficient enforcement, and widespread indiscriminate fishing practices—
have rendered impotent fisheries protections dating back to 1982.
Echoing these concerns is a seafood metrics report that ranked China 25th of 28
countries surveyed on a fisheries governance index[PDF], rating low in efficiency and
effectiveness in research, management, enforcement, and other areas.
Enforcement, at least, may be improving. This year’s annual summer moratorium on all
inland and ocean fishing started in May and will run to September, the longest period
yet, says Mark Godfrey, a contributing editor for the newswire Seafood Source. He lives
in China and covers the country’s fisheries extensively. The Ministry of Agriculture,
which oversees the moratorium, has funded patrol boats and encouraged the police to
arrest people.
“They’ve really been prosecuting it much more energetically this year than any year I’ve
seen,” says Godfrey. Chinese media has been full of stories about people getting caught
fishing illegally. “It shows how seriously they’re taking it this year,” he says.
Unfortunately, China’s resolve to manage its waters sustainably is just pushing the fishing
elsewhere.

In recent years, China’s fishing fleet has shifted from local fishing boats to distance fishing
vessels. Photo by ZUMA Press, Inc./Alamy Stock Photo
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Since 2000, China has had a policy to harvest fish in the high seas to supply part of its
demand and has been ramping up efforts in recent years. According to a 2016 report by
Greenpeace, China’s distant water fishing fleet grew from 1,830 to 2,460 vessels between
2012 and 2014. The latter figure is 10 times the size of the United States’ distant water
fleet. Godfrey says this is a result of government efforts to buy out small fishers, retrain
them in other jobs, and consolidate fishing into larger boats that can travel farther and
collect more fish. The government plan ultimately calls for 3,500 of these vessels,
Godfrey says.
With diesel fuel subsidies from the Chinese government, these ships are traveling far
beyond Asia to West Africa and South America. And some of these ships are practicing
illegal, unreported, and unregulated international fishing, estimated to be around 15
percent of the global annual catch, according to the Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations. A recent illegal haul of sharks from the Galapagos by a Chinese
ship was the largest known in those waters.
Plus, many countries, including Canada, are eager to sell their catches to the Chinese
market. It’s a booming business. China’s summer fishing closure has had little impact on
seafood demand so far this year, reported Undercurrent News, a seafood industry blog,
thanks to China’s slashing of tariffs on imported seafood. Hema supermarkets in China
have seen 100 percent growth in imported live seafood, according to a report in
SeafoodNews.com.
Sadovy of the University of Hong Kong recently published a study[PDF] with World
Wildlife Fund about the Chinese market for live-caught reef fish, which is devastating
those ecosystems. Sadovy and her coauthors found that more than 100 countries were
exporting seafood of various kinds through Hong Kong to China.
“This is a major, major problem,” Sadovy says, “because many of the places it’s coming
from—particularly developing countries—are not really able to protect their resources
and are maybe even strongly encouraged to export in various ways.”
Threats to wild-caught fishing inevitably inspire a shift to aquaculture, and China already
raises 60 percent[PDF] of the world’s cultured seafood, both on land and in the ocean, and
the Chinese government is encouraging further growth. But aquaculture hurts wildcaught fish stocks, too, because the most valuable farmed fish are carnivorous, says
Sadovy. China hauls in more fish to feed farmed fish than any other country in the world,
according to a 2017 study.
Also, the pollution and disease that follow aquaculture result in some of the same food
safety concerns that have turned people away from pork, reinforcing people’s desire for
wild-caught fish.
All of this adds up to a grim conclusion for China and the entire world, says Sadovy. “I
don’t think we can maintain eating seafood at the levels we’re doing now.”
Erica Gies is an independent journalist who covers science and the environment
from Victoria, British Columbia, and San Francisco. Her work appears in the New
York Times, TakePart, Ensia, the Economist, Yale Environment 360, National
Geographic, Scientific American, and other outlets.
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