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Introduction

Eating live seafood (i.e. seafood kept alive until
immediately before cooking) is a strong tradition
among the people along the south-east coast of
China. In recent years this culture has spread to the
people of neighbouring countries with large
Chinese populations, including Taiwan, Singapore,
Malaysia and Thailand. 

The Chinese word for ‘fish’ has the same pronunci-
ation as the word for ‘plentiful’ and is an important
symbol in traditional Chinese agricultural society.
Fish are essential at all dinner receptions. In Hong
Kong (HK) 95 per cent of all restaurants are
Chinese, and most serve live seafood.

Each year about 30,000 to 35,000 metric tonnes of
live reef fish are imported into HK with a total
wholesale value of US$ 490 million. This does not
include minor amounts of live reef fish caught by
local fishermen from the reefs in the South China
Sea. Although reef fish dominate the live seafood
market, also imported live are lobsters, mantis
shrimps, crabs, shrimps, abalone and certain
clams. Small quantities of coconut crabs, scallops
and giant freshwater eels are imported live as well. 

Fifty-five to 60 per cent of the imported live reef
fish is re-exported to the People’s Republic of
China (PRC). It was first exported to the Shenzhen
Economic Zone close by HK, and subsequently to
Beijing, Shanghai and other large cities in PRC. 

Preferable types of live reef fish 

Common reef food fish eaten in the region are
shown in Table 1. Red coral trout, Plectropomus are-
olatus, is the most common medium-priced fish in
both HK and PRC. Traditionally ‘red’ means ‘good
fortune’ among the Chinese. Chinese hosts like to
present a red coral trout at wedding, birthday or

other celebration dinners. At present almost all red
coral trout are caught wild. The wholesale price of
these fish is about US$ 38/kg. 

In HK, those who cannot afford coral trout,
Plectropomus spp., often buy less expensive
groupers (see Table 1), especially green groupers,
Epinephelus malabaricus and E. coioides. These sell
for about US$ 20/kg. They come mainly from
aquaculture and the supply is therefore very
steady. In PRC people may substitute certain fresh-
water fish if they cannot afford the more expensive
reef fish.

After the economic crisis in Southeast Asia, high-
priced reef fish became less popular. But hump-
head wrasse, Cheilinus undulatus and high-finned
grouper, Cromileptes altivelis, remain expensive
because the supply is limited. They sell for about
US$ 64/kg. In PRC it has become a tradition to
serve these fish at business reception dinners in
order to demonstrate the ability of the host to
afford expensive food. Officials from state-owned
organisations also like to order expensive seafood
at their social gatherings because the bills go to
their organisations, although recent reforms have
curbed this practice. In HK the situation is differ-
ent. As well as consuming live reef fish at social
functions, people will order them after making
some easy money, like winning at the racetrack or
making a big profit on the stock market.

Countries of origin

About 50 per cent of live reef fish are imported
from Indonesia, closely followed by the Phil-
ippines, Australia, Maldives, Vietnam, Malaysia
and Thailand. Imports from Indonesia began in
1988. Most of the suppliers are Indonesian Chinese
who normally set up floating cage stations and
purchase their fish from fishermen. Fish are held in
these cages until there are sufficient to notify HK
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buyers to send a live fish carrier to collect them.
This is the way the operation will continue in most
of Indonesia because there is no other practical
means of transport. However, in big cites like
Jakarta and Denpasar where international airports
are available, suppliers operate their own live fish
carriers and buy from fishermen from regions up
to 4 to 5 days away by boat. These catches are sent
to HK by air along with live lobsters.

Today suppliers from Cairns in Australia, Manila in
the Philippines, Sabah in Malaysia, Thailand and
Vietnam rely heavily on air transportation; now
more than 80 per cent of the catches from these
countries are sent to HK by air. 

Exports from Pacific Islands and other
remote areas

As most of the Pacific Islands do not have direct
flights to HK and the distance is very far, it is nei-
ther economically nor technically feasible to send
live reef fish to HK by air. Export by ship is the only
possible way. Large live-fish carriers are now able
to take fish from some countries such as Fiji
Islands, Kiribati and Seychelles in the Indian
Ocean. However, the ships require 20 tonnes or
more of fish or the transportation cost cannot be
justified. Operators from Pacific Islands who wish
to export live reef fish to HK are encouraged to
establish contact with an importer in HK who will
be able to arrange for a live reef fish carrier to take

their fish. Normally the importer in HK is happy to
provide technical backup and training to native
fishermen. Hong Kong Chamber of Seafood
Merchants Ltd. is able to assist.

Transportation by sea

Currently, live fish traders in HK are using two
types of live fish transport vessels (LTVs). The first
is the traditional HK fishing vessel. Its design was
introduced from Scotland. It was based on that of
metal hull trawlers operating in the North Sea,
which were required to operate in rough seas. HK
shipbuilders followed the design but built their
ships from wood. Almost 99 per cent of HK fisher-
men use wooden vessels because this exempts
them from being required to obtain proper naviga-
tion certification. The policy exists because the
majority of HK fishermen are poorly educated and
it is not possible for them to attend navigation
training courses.

Some of these vessels are built with live wells for
use in live reef fish transport. Initially such vessels
were about 50–60 feet long with engine capacities
of less than 300 HP. Now some LTVs are up to 120
feet long with engine capacities of up to 1500 HP.
Such vessels can hold up to 20 tonnes of fish.

A few traders use metal-hulled LTVs. Second-hand
LTVs were also bought from Japan, while others in
the trade converted small cargo ships or tuna ves-

Scientific name  English name Local name

High priced species

Cheilinus undulatus Humphead, maori or Napoleon wrasse So Mei
Cromileptes altivelis High-finned or mouse grouper, barramundi  cod Lo Shu Pan

Medium priced species

Plectropomus leopardus Spotted or leopard coral trout Sai Sing
Plectropomus areolatus Red or squaretail coral trout Tung Sing

Lower priced species

Epinephelus polyphekadion Flowery grouper Charm Pan
Epinephelus malabaricus Green or malabar grouper Ching Pan
Epinephelus coioides Brown-spotted grouper Ching Pan
Epinephelus bleekeri Orange-spotted or green grouper Chi Ma Pan
Epinephelus fuscoguttatus Tiger or flowery grouper Lo Fu Pan

Table l. Scientific, English and local names for common Live Reef Food Fish in Hong Kong.
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sels. Generally the live-well capacity in metal-
hulled vessels is larger than that of similar-sized,
timber-hulled vessels, as the latter require more
live-well partitions to support the hull. 

Both types have water inlets and outlets in the hull,
providing good water circulation during sailing.
The water flow is up to ten times the holding capac-
ity per hour. But all carriers must have strong pump-
ing systems to maintain water flow when the vessels
are stationary, as when loading or unloading. 

The officer who supervises loading must be
experienced and observant; the success of each
shipment depends heavily on him. Special atten-
tion must be paid to the following during load-
ing and unloading.

During low-tide periods, inshore waters typically
have a lowered oxygen content and the water may
be especially warm. It is thus risky to load or
unload fish under these conditions.

Low atmospheric pressure causes fish to move to
the surface where the temperature is higher and
the oxygen concentration lower.

Fish are more active in warmer water; the oxygen
consumption of fish may double or triple with a
10°C rise in temperature. This is of special concern
when fish are placed under stress, as when being
loaded or unloaded. Also, when the fish are dis-
turbed they tend to huddle together, which may
cause a drastic localised drop in oxygen level.

Good water circulation helps reduce these prob-
lems. Loading fish to different live wells in rotation
can also help. When the live wells are loaded to 70
per cent of full capacity it is desirable to inject pure
oxygen into the water through diffusers.

The holding capacity of live wells depends on the
type of fish involved. Snapper are more active than
grouper and thus require more space. 

The size of the fish is also important, since small fish
consume more oxygen per unit of weight than large
fish. Average holding ratios are between 8 and 14
to 1, i.e. 8–14 tonnes of water per 1 tonne of fish.

HK buyers prefer to select and weigh fish immedi-
ately before loading. This is an effective way to
avoid theft and mortality due to mishandling after
weighing. It is not a good arrangement, however,
as it is more stressful to fish. 

Transportation by air

With more experience and improved skills and
equipment, more and more live seafood is being

transported by air, especially the higher-priced
products. Generally speaking, fish are the most dif-
ficult live seafood item to transport by air. But with
good practices their survival rate is very good if the
total transportation time is within 24 hours. 

Decline in water quality is the biggest problem—
declining oxygen content, carbon-dioxide build-
up, detrimental changes in pH, detrimental
changes in temperature, and build-up of fish
wastes. The loss of the protective layer of mucus on
fish can also be a problem.

Every minute counts when packing live seafood
for air transport. An experienced operator knows
how much time his packing team needs to pack a
box, and plans so that the team will start packing
with just enough time for them to finish their task.
Ideally the packing centre should be no more than
a 30-minute drive from the airport. Running costs
can be reduced if seawater can be directly pumped
to the packing centre. This also cuts down the cost
of water holding facilities, which are essential for
any packing centre. An immediate water supply is
needed for when the water in the holding tanks
suddenly turns bad.

Fish should not be fed for at least 24 hours before
they are packed—to avoid vomiting of undigested
food which will pollute the water. Live reef fish can
be given a freshwater bath for 2–3 minutes when
they are first delivered to the centre. The freshwa-
ter tends to cause the fish to vomit undigested food
and it also kills various external parasites. 

The temperature of the holding water should be in
the range of 21–23°C. Since reef fish typically live
in water ranging in temperature from about 24 to
30°C, gradual reduction in temperature will render
the fish less active and less stressed. The water in
the holding pools should be well circulated and
must go through a bio-filter to neutralise ammonia.
Injecting air using an air compressor and diffuser
can raise oxygen content.

The water temperature should be lowered another
2–3°C prior to packing. The chilling process should
be slow and completed within four hours. Packing
water should be the same temperature as that in
the holding tank. Anaesthetic is used if the fish are
packed in polyethylene bags. 

In addition to cooling, it is a double measure to
ensure that the fish will not become too active when
the water temperature rises during transport.
Anaesthetic use is not approved for food fish and
other seafood in most markets, but it is commonly
used in Southeast Asia. Even if anaesthetic were
approved, the purge period would probably be
greater than the usual pre-purchase holding time.
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Australian live-fish exporters were the first to use
plastic bins to transport live fish by air to HK. The
bins are insulated and have a one-tonne water
capacity. A battery-operated air pump is fitted at
the upper compartment of the bin to inject air into
the water through a diffuser. A simple skimmer
device is also installed on the upper compartment.
The capacity of a bin is about 240 kg of live fish.
The survival rate is very good if the cargo is deliv-
ered to the buyer within 24 hours. As the water
temperature can be well maintained in these bins
no anaesthetic is used. However returning the bins
is costly.

To pack live fish in polyethylene bags and
expanded polystyrene boxes requires a skilful
working team. The water is cooled as described
above. Three to four kg of water are used per one
kg of fish, depending on the type of fish and
length of flight time. The box is passed on to a sec-
ond worker who is responsible for the injection of
pure oxygen into the bag; the bag is then secured
with an elastic band. The box is then passed on to
the final worker who checks the packing, adds
coolant, and seals the polystyrene box with seal-
ing tape. An experienced working team can pro-
cess one box per minute.

The market chain

To people from elsewhere, the price of live reef fish
in HK seems very high. This has created the
impression among foreign suppliers that they have
been deceived by HK buyers, and the prices they
obtain from the latter are too low. In fact, imported
live fish must go through several traders before
they reach the restaurants, and each requires a
profit. In addition the operations of importers and
wholesalers require considerable capital. The
annual business turnover of a major wholesaler in
HK may reach US$ 25 million. One 15 t shipment of
fish may involve US$ 250,000 and is unaffordable
to retailers. The retailers buy the fish from whole-
salers and in turn control the market distribution.
Restaurants are the main end users. 

Live reef fish importers operate one or more live-
fish carriers. Foreign agents are responsible for the
arrangement of adequate quantities of fish and
clearance to bring the fish into the country. Larger
importers may own floating cage stations in HK
and will also act as wholesalers if they have a large
holding capacity. Small importers will sell their fish
to wholesalers and the latter will sell the fish to
retailers after taking 8–14 per cent profit. 

Retailers will hold their fish in their shops until
they sell them. Marketing officers in these shops
telephone the restaurants in their sales network
each morning to take orders. The fish will be deliv-

ered to the restaurants the same afternoon. As there
is risk of mortality during the hold period, retailers
will normally take a profit of 24–35% and the
restaurant will then mark the fish up by 100–150%.

As shipping skills have improved in recent years,
overseas suppliers are increasingly sending live
reef fish to HK by air. As the quantity in each air
shipment is relatively small, a number of retailers
have started importing live fish by air, avoiding the
need to go through wholesalers. At the moment the
situation is chaotic and the identities of whole-
salers and retailers are hard to define, although
wholesalers retain the leading role in the trade.

Payment and trading rules

Wholesalers normally settle their account with
importers within one week of sale. If the fish can-
not be sold immediately the wholesaler is required
to buy the fish at a price agreeable to both parties
and the risk will then be transferred to the whole-
saler. The relationship between importers and
wholesalers is close, and it is not uncommon to see
wholesalers providing financial aid to importers,
especially when the latter’s transport vessel needs
urgent repair or an additional deposit is needed for
a future shipment.

Retailers are supposed to settle their bills within 10
days to 2 weeks. However, as the economy slumped
during the past two years, unsettled accounts have
sometimes dragged on for 4–6 weeks. 

Retailers get higher profits from restaurants.
However the normal restaurant payment term is
30–45 days. The payment from restaurants associ-
ated with big hotels is even slower. In addition,
restaurant operators sometimes pressure retailers
into subscribing to dinner coupons during special
business promotions, which may cost several tens
of thousands of HK dollars per year. Retailers also
pay three per cent of the total annual sales as a
commission for restaurant staff. 

It might appear that the benefits are stacked in
favour of the restaurateurs. However HK is one of
the most expensive places to live in the world and
restaurateurs are required to pay very high rents
and salaries. Nevertheless, the restaurant business
can be very profitable. 

Re-export of Live Reef Fish to PRC

The import tax on seafood imported to PRC is 17
per cent. Other government departments also levy
additional charges. The situation is confusing and
varies from city to city. Organisations with strong
connections may get quotas to import seafood at
much lower cost. 
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For the past seven or eight years, much seafood
has been imported through the small port of
Yantien, located on the eastern border of the New
Territories of HK. A designated fish-culture area
is adjacent to Yantien and the fish farmers’ coop-
erative there is able to sell its fish with an import
tax of only three per cent. It is an open secret that
live fish from elsewhere are often funnelled
through this cooperative. Bribes are often given
to import officials to facilitate the import clear-
ance of such fish. 

Recently the central PRC government has taken
drastic action to eliminate smuggling, and this
import channel has thus become increasingly diffi-
cult. Several shipments of seafood have been held
and heavy fines imposed, but the import of live
reef fish has not stopped. 

In the past, operators in big cities like Beijing and
Shanghai relied on retailers to supply them with
seafood from Yantien. Problems often occurred
because of retailers absconding with cargoes after
securing a credit line from traders in Yantien. The
chance of catching them was slim because they
operated with just a truck and a hand phone. Many
HK seafood operators who had set up shops in
Yantien a few years ago suffered huge losses from
such unreliable clients. Now operators in Yantien,
most of them local people, are very cautious con-
cerning who they sell their product to. They are
also able to change the RMB (PRC currency) into
HK dollars in the black market, which helps them
survive financially.

Following the opening of HK’s new airport, a new
and important live-seafood entry point was estab-
lished in Shekou, which is an industrial zone adja-
cent to the western border of HK. A few HK trans-
portation companies are now cooperating with
state-owned organisations that have seafood-
import quotas. Several fishing vessels now travel
between Shekou and Tung Chung, which is a port
only five minutes by truck from the HK airport. 

This channel can save a lot of time and the service
charge is significantly less that the normal import
duty. Shekou is also convenient for those wishing
to send seafood to other big Chinese cities like
Shanghai and Beijing. The Shenzhen airport is just
a 25-minute drive from Shekou. Some HK opera-
tors have set up holding centres in Shekou and pro-
vide holding and re-packing services for the live-
seafood traders in PRC.

Import formalities

Hong Kong is a free port and does not levy any
customs tariffs or duties on imports. It maintains
no anti-dumping laws, countervailing duty laws,

import quotas and tariffs. There are no value-
added or general service taxes. However, cargo-
handling charges are about HK$ 1.4 (US$ 1 = HK$ 8
in February 2000) per kg. 

Normally the consignee will appoint a transporta-
tion company to take the cargo from the airport.
The appointed truck driver can collect the cargo on
production of the airway bills and letter of authori-
sation from the consignee or the company seal.

Truck rental normally costs between HK$ 500–900,
depending on its capacity. If fish are shipped in
polystyrene boxes, there will be additional labour
charges.

The airway bill must be prepared by the ship-
per’s cargo-handling agent. The original copies
go with the cargo and a photocopy is faxed to
consignees. A certificate of origin is usually not
required, although it may be required under cer-
tain circumstances.

An import and export declaration must be made by
the consignee within 14 days after the import or
export of any article other than cargo for tranship-
ment, transit, or for exhibition purposes and with a
value of less than HK$ 1,000. The declaration is
used mainly by the Census and Statistic Depart-
ment to enforce the regulations relating to import
and export.

Goods at the airport are physically inspected on a
selective basis after inspection of the airway bill.
The custom hours for general cargo are Monday
through Friday, 8 am to 3 pm, but live products can
get clearance outside these hours.

Live marine fish do not require a health certifi-
cate (although dead fish and all shellfish, cray-
fish, etc. do). 

The HK International Airport is about 50 km from
the city and transport vehicles take 35 to 40 min-
utes to reach urban areas via a good highway net-
work. However, a total of 2–3 hours will be needed
for the transportation workers to clear the cargo
and deliver to the consignee. The air temperature
could reach 35°C between mid-May and late
September and sufficient coolant must be used to
maintain packing temperature.


