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THE UNEP WoRLD CONSERVATION
MoniTorING CENTRE is the biodiversity
assessment and policy implemen-
tation arm of the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP), the
world’s foremost intergovernmental
environmental organization. UNEP-
WCMC aims to help decision makers
recognize the value of biodiversity to
people everywhere, and to apply this
knowledge to all that they do. The
Centre’s challenge is to transform
complex data into policy-relevant
information, to build tools and sys-
tems for analysis and integration, and
to support the needs of nations and
the international community as they
engage in joint programmes of action.

UNEP-WCMC provides objective,
scientifically rigorous products and
services that include ecosystem
assessments, support for implemen-
tation of environmental agreements,
regional and global biodiversity
information, research on environ-
mental threats and impacts, and
development of future scenarios for
the living world.
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Foreword

ost of us at some time or another have enjoyed the
M relaxing experience of gazing into an aquarium, in
a dentist’s waiting room or during a special visit to
a public aquarium. In admiring the playfulness of clownfish
wriggling amongst the anemones’ tentacles, the grace of
angelfish swimming in open water and in our delight at
spotting reclusive shrimp and crabs crawling behind
iridescent living corals, it is all too easy to overlook the fact
that all these wonderful creatures are far from their natural
home. The great majority of animals in aquaria across
Europe and North America were collected from coral reefs
far away and flown, bagged in plastic and packed in
styrofoam boxes, thousands of miles to our hospitals and
living rooms.
This report, From Ocean to Aquarium: The Global
Trade in Marine Ornamental Species, takes a clear objective
look at this international industry. A potential source of
income for communities living close to coral reefs, the
aquarium trade has been heavily criticised for the use of
unsustainable collection techniques and poor husbandry
practices. Policy makers have been faced with something of
a dilemma in trying to control the environmentally

From ocean to aquarium

undesirable aspects of the industry without risking the
economic incentive which aquarium fishers have in caring
for the coral reefs that provide their livelihoods. Where
previously much controversy existed between opponents
and supporters of the aquarium trade, most of it based on
polarized opinion and poor information, this publication
presents sound quantitative data on the species in trade.
Through linking trade data to what is known about the life
histories of the target organisms, conservation priorities
and management recommendations are identified.

| have great pleasure in presenting this report and
wish to extend the gratitude of the authors to the long list of
collaborating organizations and companies that have made
it possible. | am confident that the information contained
here will assist efforts to promote sustainable practice
within the industry, as well as providing information to
casual admirers of marine organisms.

Mark Collins
Director
UNEP World Conservation Monitoring Centre
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From ocean to aquarium

Executive summary

believed to keep marine aquaria. The trade

which supplies this hobby with live marine
animals is a global multi-million dollar industry, worth
an estimated US$200-330 million annually, and oper-
ating throughout the tropics. Ornamental marine
species (corals, other invertebrates and fish) are
collected and transported mainly from Southeast Asia,
but also increasingly from several island nations in the
Indian and Pacific Oceans, to consumers in the main
destination markets: the United States, the European
Union (EU) and, to a lesser extent, Japan.

Very few of the species in trade are exploited
directly for other purposes, and there is little doubt that
aquarium animals are the highest value-added product
that can be harvested from a coral reef. If managed
sustainably, the trade could support jobs in predominantly
rural, low-income coastal communities and so provide

B etween 1.5 and 2 million people worldwide are

strong economic incentives for coral reef conservation in
regions where other options for generating revenue are
limited. However, damaging techniques occasionally used
to collect the animals, possible over-harvesting of some
species and the high levels of mortality associated with
inadequate handling and transport of sensitive living

Bluestreak cleaner wrasse, Labroides dimidiatus.

organisms undermine this potential, and continue to pose
significant challenges to achieving sustainability. As a
result the trade has seldom been free of controversy as
traders try to generate a profit, conservationists try to
avoid further decline in coral reefs also suffering from
other pressures, and policy makers try to assemble a
legislative framework that protects coral reefs without
threatening a legitimate business activity or the incomes
of communities engaged in aquarium fishing.

In the main, this debate has taken place without
access to impartial and quantitative data on the trade and,
with so many different viewpoints, achieving consensus
on its impacts, and hence the identification of suitable
responses, has been difficult. In 2000, the United Nations
Environment Programme World Conservation Monitoring
Centre (UNEP-WCMC], the Marine Aquarium Council
(MAC] and members of various aquarium trade asso-
ciations began, in collaboration, to address this need for
better information and created the Global Marine
Aquarium Database (GMAD). Trade data have been obtained
from wholesale exporters and importers of marine
aquarium organisms, most often through copies of trade
invoices, integrated and standardized into quantitative,
species-specific information which has been placed in the
public domain: www.unep-wcmc.org/marine/GMAD. Fifty-
eight companies, approximately one-fifth of the whole-
salers in business, and four government management
authorities have provided data to GMAD. In August 2003
the dataset contained 102,928 trade records (7.7 million
imported and 9.4 million exported animals) covering a
total of 2,393 species of fish, corals and invertebrates and
spanning the years 1988 to 2003. These data have
permitted the most accurate quantitative estimates to date
of the size of the global trade in marine ornamental fish
and corals, and the first ever estimates for invertebrates
other than corals, a previously overlooked section of
the industry.

FISH
A total of 1,471 species of fish are traded worldwide with
the best estimate of annual global trade ranging between
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Copperhead butterflyfish, Chelmon rostratus: from ocean to aquarium.

20 and 24 million individuals. Damselfish (Pomacentridae) bluestreak cleaner wrasse (Labroides dimidiatus: GMAD




