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Premise of the meeting: Discuss needs for project work to document and improve marine ornamental 

fisheries management and trade 

 

Some ornamental fish species have been listed on CITES Appendix II, which allows continued international 

trade under the requirements of legality, sustainability and trade reporting, for over a decade (e.g. seahorses, 

Hump head Wrasse). Other species were recently listed (e.g. Clarion Angelfish), or not listed but had a 

separate workstream under the Convention (e.g. Banggai Cardinal Fish). At CITES CoP 18, several CITES 

member states put forward an extensive work programme on marine ornamental fish with a focus on 

analyzing the scale and sustainability of international trade in marine ornamental fish and make 

recommendations to the next Conference of the Parties.   

 

CITES as a multilateral treaty, regulates international trade of threatened or near threatened species listed 

on its Appendices. At CITES CoP17 and CoP18 there was further discussion of the status of ornamental 

fish in trade – and CITES decisions from CoP18 reflected this interest (Table 1.). One outcome of the 

interest of CITES Parties will be the design of project that should increase in the accountability and visibility 

of ornamental fish trade. If well designed in an inclusive manner, such an initiative could not only stimulate 

improvement in visibility of the actions of the many independent marine ornamental fish traders, but also 

potentially result in improvement to policies and practice of ornamental fish trade. This was considered 

important, to ensure the fishery and trade of ornamental species remains productive and sustainable in the 

long-term.  

 

FAO knows from experience that many of these fisheries are small-scale, productive and reliant on low 

volume – medium to high value exports, with income from these shipments returning to sparsely distributed 

family suppliers spanning widely distributed and often remote areas – many times in developing small 

island States. Also many of the aquarium suppliers are often producers and consolidators, that have built 

up their networks over generations and these contacts and the data that is generated between fishers, 

suppliers and markets is not easily shared or harmonized. 

 

However, effort in this regard will likely become a necessity, and FAO is working with a broad range of 

partners to start to establish a process for this work to start in an inclusive and collaborative manner (see 

CITES Information Document 69, link here: https://cites.org/sites/default/files/eng/cop/18/inf/E-CoP18-

Inf-069.pdf). In order to progress on this path a telephone hook-up was arranged and these of the notes of 

the discussions that took place on these calls. 
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Group Discussion 

Summary 

 

Scope of Study 

The group recognized the broad range of species that are covered by the term ‘worldwide marine 

ornamental fishes’. In some circles ‘fish’ are not just vertebrate bony fish (Osteichthyes – mainly 

ray-finned fish, Actinopterygii). For example some state legislation and FAO also include non-

vertebrates within the category of ‘fish’. However based on discussions around the adoption of the 

work programme at CoP18 where delegations specifically asked and then rejected the idea that the 

study could include e.g. invertebrates, as well as feedback from the group (Switzerland, USA) it 

seems clear that the study would remain concentrated on marine fish of the bony kind. It may 

potentially be starting with a subset; tropical coral reef fishes as the first group of interest. Other 

stakeholders highlighted that the circumstances vary markedly across the full gamut of topics for 

different species of fish, even within a single sub-group (biology, behaviour, fishery and trade). 

 

The conversation ended with a general agreement that the species under examination should be 

live vertebrate fish – but no decision was made on whether the focus should initially center on 

tropical coral reef fish. Still others in the conversation kept pushing to include other ornamental 

species as the process for collecting shipping information is generic and would capture a large 

amount of other species data regardless.  

 

Processes for delivery and timing 

Two processes for achieving the aim of assisting the advancement of accountability and 

transparency across the ornamental fish trade value chain – and thereby stimulating improvement 

in management and reporting — were identified.  

 

Firstly the informal ‘steering group’ discussions of stakeholders prior to and at CoP18 that 

included CITES, IGOs and Fishery stakeholders that had identified a draft process that could be 

adopted to achieve the aims above (Figure 1.).  

 



 
Figure 1. Draft proposed workflow for questions and roadmap pathway to make progress 

 

Secondly, the CITES mandated process adopted at CoP18 (Figure 2. & Figure 3.). Discussions 

under consideration at CoP18 Doc. 94 highlighted the following work accepted by CITES Parties (subject 

to external funding, but funding committed by at least one country already): 
 
Table 1. Decisions excerpt from CITES CoP18 Doc. 94  

Directed to the Secretariat 
18.AA The Secretariat shall, subject to external funding: 
a) convene a technical workshop to consider the conservation priorities and management needs related 

to the trade in non-CITES listed marine ornamental fishes worldwide with a particular focus on data 

from importing and exporting countries; 
 
b) invite the Animals Committee, representatives from range States, exporting, and importing countries, 

fishery stakeholders. Industry representatives and relevant intergovernmental and non-governmental 

organizations to participate in this workshop,  
 
c) contract appropriate technical experts to prepare workshop documents on marine ornamental fishes’ 

biology; conservation status; trade and management; applicable trade regulations; and enforcement, 

and invite workshop participants to contribute relevant information and expertise to the workshop; and 
d) submit findings and recommendations of this workshop to the Animals Committee. 

 
Directed to the Animals Committee 
18.BB The Animals Committee shall consider the results of this workshop and make their own 

recommendations to the 19th meeting of the Conference of the Parties. 

 

The conversation of the group articulated the range of ideas for progressing the 2 concepts. Due to the fact 

that CITES Conferences of the Parties take place roughly every three years, reports on the implementation 



of the decisions needs to be made at these events, necessitating that results and recommendations (at least 

preliminary) need to be identified along that timeline.  

 

It was found useful to represent the workflow of the CITES Decisions within a flow diagram (Figure 2.). 

The workflow discussions highlighted the scale and limited time periods allocated to the range of 

tasks  It was recognised generally that the task at hand would not be achieved through rushing the process. 

It was suggested that there may need to be multiple CoP cycles to fully achieve the aims of this initiative, 

with interim reports and preliminary recommendations, as has happened before when CITES was reviewing 

larger species groups (e.g. snakes). This further yielded a suggestion that interim objectives with more 

limited spatial or subject matter scales could be articulated. Stakeholders from the commercial sector of 

ornamental fishery highlighted that progress had been made in the past, but that achievements required a 

large level of buy-in with fishers and traders which took trust and time, and that longevity of achievements 

made can founder if not built on sustainable thinking (e.g. old databases now not being updated). 

 

 
Figure 2. Suggested timeline for CITES decisions (CoP18 Doc. 94) related workflow. The CITES Secretariat 

explained it proposed to lead the administration of four processes above. 

 

There was a discussion on how such a study might proceed noting that the number of bony fish 

species that were included in the trade was large. There were a range of suggestions at approaching 

the stated tasks via the species route first, and then looking at trade later – whereas alternatively 

others suggested starting by looking at the trade data first and then using that signal to define and 

assess the species information needed — so that the species assessments might be more guided by 

where data existed. While most participants in general considered an approach where both were 

looked at in parallel as not ideal, some also noted that this may have to be done due to time-

constraints. 

 

This also elicited a discussion on whether commonly traded species are the ones to focus on, as 

these populations might actually be at good status and lesser traded species might be in critical 

need of management – or vice versa.  

 

High trade = or ≠ problem 

Low trade = or ≠  no problem 

 

As well as assisting the sector in improving management – there was a suggestion that the 

information sought should be the type of information that could assist states in preparation of NDFs 

should that need eventuate in the future. In other words the information sought was for 

management and not pure research. 

 

The biggest concern that was raised on many occasions, especially by the commercial sector 

participants was that the assessments required could not be adequately dealt with in the time-period 

allotted. Suggestions – especially from academic participants - argued it was possible, while others 

suggested using country examples as a first step. 

 

Workshop document process of the CITES Decisions 



The CITES decisions highlight the need for a range of documents to be prepared for the CITES 

Ornamental fish workshop planned for late 2020. These documents on marine ornamental fisheries 

include i) ornamental fish biology; ii) conservation status; iii) trade and management; iv) 

applicable trade regulations; and v) enforcement. In the discussion FAO suggested these might be 

concatenated into just three documents (Figure 3.) that reflect somewhat the needs articulated in 

the road-map in Figure 1., however the CITES Secretariat explained that administration constraints 

might favor more small value contracts over a smaller number of more expensive ones.  

 

 
Figure 3. Draft proposed collation of workshop documents on marine ornamental fisheries (ornamental fish 

biology; conservation status; trade and management; applicable trade regulations; and enforcement). 

 

In preparation of these documents some of the participants highlighted how their work is very 

relevant to these studies. Michael Tlusty informed the group of their Productivity Susceptibility 

Analysis (PSAs, completed for 32 ornamental species), and others highlighted systems for 

scanning invoices for ornamental commodities arriving in the USA (Andy Ryan has completed 

this over a 4 year period for USA imports – 30K shipment records and has a risk assessment 

publication in preparation). There was also a comment that data currently available through US 

trade records might also include fish taken and exported via third holding and consolidating 

companies and countries — which has the potential to mask spatial as well as temporal 

understanding of the fishery. 

 

There was also a discussion of where data could be found in databases and through building trusted 

relationships with the commercial sector. There was also some words of warning that the 

commercial sector was weary of where their commercial data may end up and how it may be used 

by third parties. One situation was clarified, where data shared had ended up being used to litigate 

against the sector operators supplying the data. 

 

Partnering for maximizing the opportunity for successful achievement of the work 

This was not thoroughly discussed as the participants dealt more with the questions of ‘what’ more 

than the ‘how’ – and did not delve deeply into the question of ‘who’. However there was mention 

of proposing Parties (Switzerland and EU and USA especially), FAO, WCMC, Academic 

organizations with capacity, the commercial sector were all highlighted as needed in some capacity 

or other, noting the broad scope of the study and the need for everyone to assist. There was also a 

mention of bringing in public aquaria organizations. Lastly Stockholm University and other 

academic links were highlighted, although if this work was to be linked to a new student or study 

it would take time to get the administration in place to commence the work/study. 

 

The heavy burden on the CITES secretariat (see Figure 1.) was also noted — especially as they 

had no particular ornamental fish expertise in-house, and the question deals with non CITES listed 

species. With this mind some stakeholders – raised doubts on the capacity to turn around the work 

needed, especially with the requirement to administrate the budgets within the UN system. 

 



Acknowledgments 

Thanks to Laura Cimo and NOAA for arranging the call in line for the second call, and the initial 

discussion / steering group that promoted the discussion before and at CITES CoP 18. 

 
DRAFT Extra Notes 
Some key questions to consider  

1. What type of output will have the best chance of stimulating the change we want to see [examples 

of many: project report, databases, certification schemes, CITES measures, FAO Plans of Action, 

Regional Agency initiatives, RFMO support models, etc]; 
2. How — what mechanism or structure — could we initiate to make the output a reality [How do 

we turn the current ad hoc steering group — talk shop — into a work process and what leadership 

structure will most likely succeed]; 
3. What funds are needed and what funding mechanism would support the initiative. 

 

At a finer granularity 

• How much is biodiversity focused and how much do we get into value chains, economics and social 

issues (livelihoods and trade); 

• What is the species scope for the study; 

• What is the spatial boundaries to consider; 

• When do we want the output delivered by. 
 
CITES expenditure for work on a single ornamental trade related species, Banggai Cardinal Fish for three 

months was close to USD 50k. Therefore the initial estimate of the CITES Secretariat was that at least 200-

300k would be required for the current work adopted at CoP18 based on CoP18 Doc. 94: 
 


