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At the end of 1999, the live reef food fish trade
based in Hong Kong was experiencing several dif-
ficulties. They involved two issues: 

1. Supply of wild-caught, market-sized fish
(mainly groupers but also including some other
families of reef fishes such as the wrasses), and 

2. Prospects for increased mariculture to supply
the industry and meet consumer demand.

Wild-caught fish supply

Following the Asian economic downturn starting
in late 1997, both wholesale and retail prices
declined by about 50 per cent compared to the peak
prices of earlier years. The industry has been expe-
riencing a number of difficulties as a result and is
now operating on a much finer profit margin (less
than 10% gross) than before. 

These problems have been worsened by other fac-
tors, both inside and outside Hong Kong. Within
Hong Kong, wholesalers have been affected
because restaurants, also affected by the economy,
increasingly delay their payments. In addition,
reduced demand means that when large quantities
of fish are brought into Hong Kong by ship, they
cannot be sold quickly. 

This is particularly difficult during the northern
winter, when the sea temperature in Hong Kong is
lower than 18°C, as reef fish cannot survive at such
low temperatures and therefore cannot easily be
stored while awaiting sale. Shipments of smaller
quantities of fish, which would be more appropri-
ate for the current market demand, are not viable
economically because of high transport costs. The
market price in Hong Kong is now so low, that to
date, more than 20 per cent of live reef fish opera-
tors have ceased to operate. 

Prices of fish decreased by a further 15–20 per cent
for about three months following several inci-
dences of sea imports of large numbers of cigua-
toxic fishes. Both the government and the industry
have done their best to prevent toxic fishes from
being imported into Hong Kong. The Health and

Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Depart-
ments have carried out regular random checks on
imported reef fish. Traders have stopped buying
fish from Kiribati, Papua New Guinea, and Sri
Lanka, from where the toxic fish were reportedly
imported. Traders also agreed to stop selling high-
risk fish, such as moray eels and red snapper,
Lutjanus bohar. 

There has also been a marked change in the trans-
port mode of imported fishes; the current ratio of
imported fishes by ship and air is 45/55 compared
to a ratio of about 65/35 in the past. Sea imports
have dropped markedly. Local traders use live-fish
carriers to collect the catches from the fishermen.
But the fish will then be delivered to packing cen-
tres, normally located in cities with an interna-
tional airport, for export by air. This kind of trading
continues to grow because it requires lower run-
ning capital and the risk is smaller than if fish are
stored until enough have been accumulated for a
large export shipment. 

Since the transport of large quantities of fish by
ship is not economically viable, there has been an
increased demand for more small shipments of fish
by air. Air cargo space has become more limited,
however, as more fish are being sent by air.
Moreover, fish sent by air may suffer from lack of
sufficient oxygen during transport. There is no way
to tell quickly if a fish is sick and likely to die
within a short time after arrival.

Other factors, external to Hong Kong, have also
affected the supply of fish to Hong Kong busi-
nesses. In Maluku and Sumatra in Indonesia, there
has been serious social unrest. Given that major
fish supplies come from Indonesia, especially
Maluku, this has affected the amount of fish being
exported by sea. 

The situation in most big cities within Maluku is
out of control and Chinese have become a target of
attacks. As most of the agents and operators are
Indonesian Chinese they have been forced to leave
Maluku. Most of the fishing has now stopped
because there are no longer any buyers and it is too
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dangerous for Hong Kong people to be there.
Many people were killed in the confrontations and
the situation has been much worse than was appar-
ent from news reports aired in Hong Kong. 

Organised cyanide fishing in Indonesia has almost
ceased completely because, using this method,
divers can only operate in shallow water (no
deeper than 30 m) and target fishes are no longer
readily found in shallow waters. In 1994, there
were more than ten local companies who ran big
fishing vessels with teams of divers catching fish
using cyanide. In those days, a vessel could catch
800–1000 kg of fish per day; catches in 1998
declined to 50–70 kg/day. 

All these companies had powerful connections but
they are still required to pay substantial operation
fees to the authorities concerned. Hong Kong
traders are also required to pay a very heavy
export fee to navy, army, police, customs, immigra-
tion, judicial staff and even to journalists. These
extra costs have become unaffordable because of
the poor market in Hong Kong. Many Hong Kong
traders therefore gave up trading in live fish in
Indonesia. The last company that ran two fishing
vessels with divers closed in the first half of 1999. 

Before 1995, 75 per cent of the reef fish, mostly
humphead wrasse, from east Indonesia was caught
by cyanide, but now the situation has greatly
improved since divers are no longer able to see the
fish in shallow areas and it is very difficult for them
to catch fish at depths beyond 30 metres. It has
become more appropriate and easier to use hook
and line for the remaining fish in deeper waters. 

At present, there are local fishermen still catching
fish with chemicals (commonly cyanide but also
Derris root) but the authorities rarely stop them.
These fishermen are too poor to pay the fine and if
they are jailed, their family members will go hun-
gry. These fishermen have been using chemicals to
catch fish since long before Hong Kong traders
came to Indonesia. In the past their catches were
salted and dried and sold to local traders once
every one or two months.

Fish from mariculture

One alternative and safe (i.e. ciguatera-free) source
of fish for the live reef fish trade is mariculture.
Hong Kong currently has a small mariculture sec-
tor which has regularly been producing about
3,000 metric tonnes (t) of fish annually through the
grow-out, in net cages, of wild-caught (imported)
juveniles (last year, however, because of red tides,
production was just over 1,000 t). Given that the
areas suitable for culture in Hong Kong are limited
and water quality is deteriorating—severe prob-

lems with red tides have recently resulted in high
fish mortality—there appears to be little opportu-
nity for cage culture to expand in inshore waters. 

In order to increase the supply of high-quality fish,
such as groupers, for the live reef fish trade, the
mariculture industry, therefore, needs assistance
and diversification. Current problems that need to
be addressed include: 

• High Hong Kong wages for workers and prob-
lems in hiring foreign workers; 

• Difficulties in obtaining good-quality trash fish
at reasonable prices; 

• Limited provision of medicines to treat fish
because of the tight import controls on
medicine; 

• Lack of technical expertise or back-up from
government; 

• Lack of local supply of fish fry/fingerling—all
must be imported, and

• Lower production costs in People’s Republic of
China, Thailand, and elsewhere, making Hong
Kong prices for cultured fishes not competitive. 

Since last year imported Epinephelus bleekeri fry
caught in Thailand have been sick, the black
grouper fry supply from Sri Lanka has dropped
substantially and fry supply from Thailand and
Vietnam this season appears to be low. These fac-
tors, combined with the 50 per cent drop in the
price of fish in Hong Kong in the past three years,
provide serious challenges for a viable mariculture
industry in Hong Kong. 

One possible approach to these problems would be
for Hong Kong to develop its own hatchery to pro-
duce vaccine-treated fry/fingerlings and to con-
sider moving the grow-out operation to land. Good
quality, cheap, pellet fish feed also need to be
developed in order to improve growth, reduce the
risk of disease and reduce the need to catch wild
fish for fish-feed purposes.

With the exception of the humphead wrasse,
hatcheries in Taiwan, Japan, Australia and
Malaysia are able to hatch fingerlings for most of
the reef fishes preferred by the markets in Hong
Kong and People’s Republic of China. If the mari-
culture sector in Hong Kong were to be given some
help to overcome the problem of high mortality,
local products would still be able to compete with
the fish from other countries because we could
save on freight costs, which are very high. In the
long run, mariculture is the solution to the problem
of over-fishing but for this idea to be supported a
lot remains to be done by the authorities and other
relevant units. 


