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Fish are one of the most
globally traded products
today. Approximately
36% of fish landings are
traded annually, while
only 20% of the global
wheat and 5% of the rice
harvest is traded
internationally. Until
recently there was limited
information on the areas
where fish destined for
export were caught and
their ultimate destination.

The Sea Around Us
Project recently analyzed
the ‘FAO Fisheries Commodities
Production and Trade’ database and a
clearer picture has emerged of
movements of the major fish groups.
The maps here show that much of the
trade of fish could be summarized as
developing nations in the south
provisioning the northern, developed
countries.

In the demersal, or groundfish, sector
most of the trade is between developed
northern countries, with the south
supplying any shortfall in demand.

Small pelagics such as herrings,
sardines and anchovies, which are
primarily used for fish meal in the
aquaculture and fertilizer industries,
are principally taken in the south and
exported to the major agricultural
producing nations of the north. The
exception is Nigeria, which imports
substantial quantities of these fishes for
human consumption.

Large pelagics such as tunas
are primarily caught in the
open ocean or in the
exclusive economic zones
(EEZ) of small island states
by distant water fleets.
Many of the landings are
first taken to developing
countries (for processing,
e.g., canning), where
production costs, including
labour, are much cheaper,
before being exported to the
developed countries in the
north.

Crustaceans such as
shrimps, crabs and lobsters (from both
capture fisheries and aquaculture) and
cephalopods such as squids, cuttlefish
and octopi originate primarily from
tropical developing countries with the
exception of lobsters, which are
predominantly caught in, and traded
among northern countries.

The study also found that since 1976,
when FAO’s collection of fish trade
information commenced, there has been
a steady increase in the percentage of
fish landing that are exported. Up to
70% of some landings are now
exported, and this translates into scarce

protein, (and in the case of small
pelagics, cheap protein), leaving
countries where food security issues
are much more pressing than in the
north. Much of this export is driven by
the need to generate foreign currency
to reduce debts to financial institution
in, or to buy arms from developed
countries.

The research that led to the results presented
in this poster was conducted as a part of the
Sea Around Us Project, initiated and funded
by The Pew Charitable Trusts, Philadelphia.
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