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Beche-de-mer species of commercial value - an update by Seamus McElroy
FFA, Solomon Islands

Of the 1,200 species of holothurians, only a few species,
mostly of the order Aspidochirotidae, are of commercial
importance.

Worldwide, the single most important species by catch
volume is Stichopus japonicus, which is gathered for
local consumption, fresh or boiled, in Japan and Korea
(12,688 t in 1983). This is a temperate species. The
other main commercial species are tropical, from the
Indo-Pacific region, and are prepared predominantly as
beche-de-mer (in dried form) for export to Asian mar-
kets (around 13,000 t in the early 1980s). Total annual
landings of holothurians are not known accurately
because substantial volumes are taken for food in Asian
countries such as China, Japan and Korea and in the
subsistence economy of the tropical Indo-Pacific region.

Total recorded landings exceeded 25,000 t (live weight)
in 1983 (Conand, 1986), since when the level of
landings of Stichopus japonicus have declined so-
mewhat (10,685 t in 1986) while the volume of trade
through Hong Kong for tropical beche-de-mer (i.e. the
dried product) has grown considerably.

Market area is an important determinant of unit price,
with Hong Kong traditionally offering higher prices for
a larger range of species and size grades than other
Asian markets.

The main commercial species of beche-de-mer from the
Pacific Islands on the Hong Kong market are listed in
order of value as of mid-1990 in Table 1. The unit price
depends upon (i) species and (ii) size grading, with the
more valuable species being both larger in size and
having a thick body wall (mostly 8-12 mm).

For a given species, the main determinant of value is
size, the larger the size, the better the grade—and the
higher is the price. Apart from species and size, other
factors that affect price for the dried product are appea-
rance, odour, colour, moisture content and spoilage. A
pleasing smooth surface, uniform shape and clean (not

ragged) body wall cut demonstrate proper handling and
processing and a pleasant smell reflects proper storage.

The most valuable type from the tropical Indo-Pacific
region is the teatfish which comprises two species, both
of which are large in size, the white teatfish being more
valuable than the black species. Both species shrink to
approximately 50 per cent of their length and to 8 per
cent of their weight when dried (Crean, 1977 and
Conand, 1986).

Large dried white teatfish (Holothuria (Microthele)
fuscogilva) 17.8 cm (7") and above fetched US$ 24/kg
FOB ex Solomon Islands for shipment to Hong Kong in
mid-1990, reflecting this product's high value food
classification. Smaller sizes fetched substantially lower
prices, with white teatfish 12.7 - 15.2 cm (5" - 6") and
15.2 - 17.8 cm (6" - 7") size grades selling for US$
14/kg and US$ 20/kg respectively.

By comparison, the same two sizes (12.7 - 15.2 cm and
over 15.2 cm) of black teatfish (Holothuria (Microthele)
Nobilis) fetched US$ 11.50/kg and US$ 12.00/kg, while
the smallest size grade for black teatfish of 10.2  - 12.7
cm (4"- 5") achieved US$ 11.00/kg. Comparing the
white teatfish to the black teatfish, this price structure
reflects:

(i) the generally larger size of the white teatfish;

(ii) The higher value of white teatfish for a given
size grade, presumably because of differences in body
wall thickness, ease of preparation, taste and/or colour;

(iii) the considerable jump in unit value for white
teatfish from one size grade to the next compared to the
smaller changes in unit value for black teatfish
(increases of US$ 6.00/kg and US$ 4.00/kg between the
'small' to 'medium' and 'medium' to 'large' size classes
for white teatfish compared to a flat increase of US$
0.50/kg between the three size classes for black
teatfish). Such large price differences by size grade do
not appear to hold in Singapore.  
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Notes: 1. The common names are based largely on SPC, 1979. Beche-de-mer of the tropical Pacific. 
Hanbook No 18. South Pacific Commission, Noumea, New Caledonia.

2. The scientific names in the above publication have been checked and, where appropriate, 
corrected against a species guide: Guille, A., Laboute, P. and Menou, J.L., 1986. Handbook of 
the sea-stars, sea-urchins and related echinoderms of New Caledonia Lagoon. Collection Faune 
Tropicale No 25, ORSTOM. ______ signifies a change in species name from SPC, 1979.

3. The prices quoted are those offered to a major Solomon Islands marine products exporting 
company in mid-1990 by a Hong Kong based importer. They are assumed to be representative 
of the prices on offer in Hong Kong at that time. Where a range of prices is given, these refer to 
the lower and upper size grades specified. Otherwise, the price is the same for all sizes of that 
species.

4. Scientific names for the species chalkfish is not confirmed as correct. It is based on the SPC 
Beche-de-mer Handbook (1974). All other species scientific names have been taken from Guille 
et al., 1986.

3. Other species purchased include ripplefish (US$ 3.00/kg) and snakefish (US$ 1.00/kg). The 
scientific names of these two types are not known.
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This price structure may also reflect a fourth factor,
namely differences in the relative availability of these
two species in total and within their respective size
grades, with the lower value black teatfish being more
common (black teatfish is certainly more commonly
fished in the Pacific and is believed to account for the
major part of total supplies of these two species on the
Hong Kong market).

Beche-de-mer traders have traditionally graded the

black teatfish separately from the white teatfish.
However, prior to their separation into two distinct
species by Cherbonnier in 1980, these two species were
grouped together by biologists in the South Pacific as
one species, Holothuria (Microthele) nobilis, differences
between the black and mostly white colourations being
considered as simply two colour varieties within the
same species (see SPC, 1974, 1979).

Table 1.  Ranking of beche-de-mer species by value (1"= 2.54 cm)

Common Name (1) Scientific Name (2) Size FOB Price (3
Grade US$/kg

High value
Teatfish white Holothuria fuscogilva 5" - >7" 14 - 24
Teatfish black Holothuria nobilis 4" - >6" 11 - 12
Prickly redfish Thelenota ananas 12

Medium value
Sandfish Holothuria scabra 2" - >3" 5 - 15
Chalkfish (4) Bohadschia marmorata 10
Greenfish Stichopus chloronotus 8
Surf redfish Actinopyga mauritiana 2" - >3" 7 - 8
Curryfish Stichopus variegatus 2" - >3" 6 - 7
Blackfish Actinopyga miliaris 6
Stonefish Actinopyga lecanora <2" - >3" 4 - 6

Low value
Deep-red surffish Actinopyga echinites 4
Leopardfish Bohadschia argus 4
Amberfish Thelenota anax 4
Elephant's trunkfish Holothuria fuscopunctata 3
Lollyfish Holothuria atra 2" - >5" 2 - 4
Brown sandfish Bohadschia vitiensis 3" - >4.5" 2 - 3
Pinkfish Holothuria edulis 2
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In the South Pacific, the black teatfish is more com-
monly fished because of its shallower depth and higher
average density, possibly due to its greater available
habitat space and food supply. However, the deeper
water white teatfish grows to a larger average size (H.
fuscogilva 2.1 kg (± 0.5 kg) or 40 cm (16") ± 5 cm (±
2") against H. nobilis 1.8 kg (± 0.6 kg) or 37 cm (14.5 ")
± 6 cm (± 2") (after Conand, 1986)). Half the population
reached sexual maturity in H. fuscogilva in subtropical
New Caledonia at 32 cm (12.5") or 0.9 kg (drained
weight, i.e. after making an incision to drain the internal
fluids), while in H. nobilis half the population were
mature at the smaller size of 26 cm (10") or 0.8 kg
(drained weight).

Table 1 is subdivided into three groups by value: high

value species—above US$ 10/kg (FOB ex Solomon
Islands, destination Hong Kong), medium value spe-
cies—in the range US$ 5 - 10/kg and low value spe-
cies—below US$ 5/kg as of mid-1990. These subdivi-
sions are clearly arbitrary. However, when ranked in
order of value, the same species have occupied the top
three positions at least over the past 15-20 years (refer
SPC, 1974, 1979). Ranked in order by value they are (i)
white teatfish, (ii) black teatfish, and (iii) prickly
redfish. In the past blackfish was ranked fourth, but as
Table 1 illustrates this position has been taken now by
sandfish, at least in sizes over 2.5". The ranking of
species by value in Singapore (origin South Pacific) is
very similar as Figure 1 illustrates.

Figure 1.  Beche-de-mer prices by grade and species C&F Singapore mid-1990
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Formerly, some of the species which fall into the me-
dium and low value groupings in Table 1 have been
considered of little or no commercial value. Such spe-
cies include the 5th and 17th ranked species, namely
chalkfish and pinkfish. The two species appeared in the
1974 edition but were dropped from the 1979 edition of
the SPC Beche-de-mer Handbook because they were
considered then to be 'of no commercial value' (SPC,
1979 and all subsequent reprints up to the last in 1988).

For their part, SPC recognises the need for a new edition
of this very popular handbook, to correct those
omissions, increase the number of species covered to
include those appearing in the commercial catch, correct
some of the scientific names and provide up-to-date

price and market information.

The most comprehensive beche-de-mer price list offered
by any trader in the Pacific has 19 separate common
species names subdivided into a total of 32 grades
(comprising 1, 2 or a maximum of 3 size grades per
species). Both editions of the SPC Beche-de-mer
Handbook cover just 15 species each (allowing for the
division into two species of the white and black teat-
fish).

The increase in the list of species of commercial value
in recent years is due to an increase in total demand for
beche-de-mer, particularly for the lower value species
destined largely for consumption in mainland China.
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Common Name Scientific Name Price Value Value
US$/kg Rank Rank
1990 (1) 1979 (2) 1974 (3)

High value
Teatfish white Holothuria fuscogilva 14 - 24 1 1
Teatfish black Holothuria nobilis 11 - 12 2 2
Prickly redfish Thelenota ananas 12 3 3

Medium value
Sandfish Holothuria scabra 5 - 15 M M
Chalkfish (1) Bohadschia marmorata 10 no M
Greenfish Stichopus chloronotus 8 L no
Surf redfish Actinopyga mauritiana 7 - 8 M M
Curryfish Stichopus variegatus 6 - 7 L M
Blackfish Actinopyga miliaris 6 4 4
Stonefish Actinopyga lecanora 4 - 6 M M

Low value
Deep-red surffish Actinopyga echinites 4 M M
Leopardfish Bohadschia argus 4 L L
Amberfish (2) Thelenota anax 4 M ni
Elephant's trunkfish (2) Holothuria fuscopunctata 3 L ni
Lollyfish Holothuria atra 2 - 4 L L
Brown sandfish Bohadschia vitiensis 2 - 3 L L
Pinkfish (1) Holothuria edulis 2 no no

Key: no = no commercial value
ni = not included in Handbook, hence considered of no commercial  value at that time

Sources:   1. SPC, 1974. Beche-de-mer of the South Pacific Islands. South Pacific Commission, Noumea, New 
Caledonia

2. SPC, 1979. Beche-de-mer of the tropical Pacific. Handbook No 18 (1979). South Pacific 
Commission, Noumea, New Caledonia.

3. The 1990 prices (quoted in US$ FOB) are those offered to a major Solomon Islands marine 
products exporting company in mid-1990 by a Hong Kong based importer. They are assumed to be
representative of the prices on offer in Hong Kong at that time.

Notes: (1). Species included in SPC, 1974, but excluded from SPC, 1979.

(2). Species included in SPC, 1979, but excluded from SPC, 1974.

For 1990, where a range of prices is given, these refer to specific lower and upper size grades (refer 
Table 1). Otherwise, the price is the same for all sizes of that species.

Table 2.  Indicated changes in the value of beche-de-mer species  between 1974-1990

The beche-de-mer industry has expanded and developed
in the Pacific in the last five years largely on account of
rising incomes in the main Chinese communities in Asia
(Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaysia, Taiwan), who can
afford the higher price species, and the increased
demand from China, for the low value species. This
recent surge in demand has led to an increase in fishing
pressure in the Pacific, which was initially concentrated
towards the high and medium value species.

The recent decrease in both the absolute and relative
volumes of the high value species has led to a
substantial rise in their unit value. This had led in turn to
an increase in the unit value and hence catch of other
beche-de-mer species which were previously considered
of medium, low or no commercial value.

Table 2 charts changes in the indicative value of beche-
de-mer species between 1974-1990.



In general those species which have traditionally
been considered of moderate value (i.e. in 1974)
remain in this category today, the only exceptions
perhaps being the deep red surffish (Actinopyga
echinites) and the amberfish (Thelenota anax) which
at an FOB value of US$ 4/kg in Table 2 have slipped
into the low value category. Interestingly, because of
its large size (it is also known as giant beche-de-mer)
and thick body wall (up to 23 mm), the amberfish
was once in great demand. Its current price is
considered to be on the low side.

The most common species in the medium value cate-
gory are the sandfish (Holothuria scabra) and
blackfish (Actinopyga miliaris). Both the greenfish
(Stichopus chloronotus) and the curryfish (Stichopus
variegatus) require care in processing as they tend to
break up if kept out of water. For this reason, they
have sometimes been considered of low to no value.
The chalkfish (Bohadschia marmorata), though of
good value, tends not to be very common.

The most common species in the low value category
is the lollyfish (Holothuria atra), the most abundant
species of beche-de-mer found in the Pacific. Only
live specimens above 10 cms (4") are considered
worth collecting. Dried lollyfish (which also shrinks
to about 50 per cent of its live length in processing)
fetched US$ 2/kg for small size (2" - 3"), US$ 3/kg
for medium size (3" -  5") and US$ 4/kg for large
(over 5") at mid-1990. The leopardfish (Bohadschia
argus), often mistakenly referred to as tiger fish, also
achieves a value of US$ 4/kg and is commonly found
in 6 - 8 m of water on or near coral (live or dead).

The overall result of recent developments in the com-
position of demand, supplies and prices has been an
increase in both the volume and total value of beche-
de-mer exports from the region. But because this
growth in demand and supplies has been made up lar-
gely of the lower unit value species, the average
value of beche-de-mer exports from the South Pacific
has dropped substantially recently (refer to Figure 2
which covers the development of market prices
(US$/kg) for sandfish in Singapore against volume
and average price of exports from Fiji and Solomon
Islands during the course of the 1980s).

From a cursory examination of available biological
and market information, it would appear that the main
determinants of value among the medium and low va-
lue groups remain overall size and body wall thick-
ness, with familiarity with the species (perhaps
related to relative abundance) and ease of preparation
also of some importance. Thus each species listed in
Table 1 has appeared in either one or both of the two
editions of the SPC Beche-de-mer Handbook. 
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Figure 2a.  Volume and average value of beche-de-
mer exports from Fiji

(Source: Fisheries Division, Fiji - 1990 volume data
projected on January-June period)
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Figure 2b.  Volume and average value of beche-de-mer
exports from Solomon Islands

(Source: Fisheries Division, Fiji )

Figure 2c.  Development of Beche-de-mer import price
at Singapore (1982-1990)
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However, two other 'low value' species, referred to as
ripplefish (US$ 3/kg) and snakefish (US$ 1/kg)
(scientific names unknown), also feature on the
exporter's list of 19 species 

Certainly, too, there are other low value species such as
Bohadschia similis (see Guille et al, 1986), which is
thin-walled (3 - 4 mm thick), and similar to brown
sandfish (but more cream in colour) which is collected
in shallow water and processed as beche-de-mer today. 

This species has traditionally been considered of too low
value and has been mistakenly classified by collectors
and exporters as another colour form of brown sandfish.
There are several other, less common but still valuable,
beche-de-mer species in the Indo-Pacific region (see
Guille et al, 1986).
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Beche-de-mer survey in Tonga by Garry Preston
SPC, New Caledonia

A two-week survey of beche-de-mer resources was car-
ried out in Ha'apai, Tonga, by the Tonga Fisheries
Division, with the assistance of the South Pacific
Commission and the Papua New Guinea Department of
Fisheries and Marine Resources. The survey took place
during June 1990.

45 SCUBA dives were completed and data gathered
about the abundance and distribution of the sea cu-
cumber species in the area. From this it was possible to
draw some conclusions about the depth and geogra-
phical distributions of the six commercially useful
species present.

The total standing stock of commercially exploitable sea
cucumbers in water less than 30 m deep in the area was
estimated to be about 1.01 million animals, although
some of these would be inaccessible to fishermen
because of their depth or distance from a land base. It is
anticipated that beche-de-mer are also present in
significant numbers below this depth but this was not
demonstrated: if true, these animals would form an
essentially inaccessible broodstock, at least for some
species.

It was recommended that the Fisheries Division go
ahead with their plan to promote the development of this
industry, provided that harvests do not exceed half the
total standing stock per year (about half a million
animals). At an estimated value of between 1 and 2
Tongan Pa'anga per animal to the processor, this fishery
could ultimately be worth between 0.5 and 1.0 million
Pa'anga per year to the area.

No management of the fishery is proposed at present
since this does not appear to be needed. However, it was
recommended very strongly that all possible steps be
taken, including implementing new legislation, to
prevent or discourage the use of SCUBA gear or other
underwater breathing apparatus for sea cucumber col-
lection. It is also recommended that any Fisheries
Division-sponsored development work in this fishery
should also provide for the collection of basic produc-
tion statistics to allow monitoring of the way in which
the resource is being exploited.


