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A B S T R A C T

Changing forms of seafood consumption in China hold immense significance for the marine ecosystems that
supply this market, and are a fundamentally important challenge to address for global environmental
sustainability. Drawing on recent findings from extensive ethnographic and survey research with seafood
traders and consumers in China, this paper analyses policies for improving sustainable seafood consumption in
China. The paper evaluates how existing policy initiatives undertaken by civil society and the government are
affected by the distinctive social, economic and political context in China, and discusses how future efforts can
better build on this context. To improve sustainable seafood consumption will require an effective strategy for
working in a market environment characterised by a much greater public interest in food safety than food
sustainability, and by a governance environment characterised by the strong role of the state.

1. Introduction

Scholars and policymakers increasingly recognise consumption as a
key driver of environmental degradation, and are working to shift
consumption towards more sustainable forms [1]. As a rapidly devel-
oping economy with the largest population in the world, Chinese
consumption patterns have become crucial for their role in driving
global environmental outcomes [2,3]. This is particularly so in the
fisheries and seafood sector, where the Chinese seafood market is the
largest in the world, and a growing proportion of consumption is
coming from imported sources [4]. Driven by broader economic and
demographic changes including urbanisation and rising wealth [4–6],
China has increased per capita consumption of seafood seven-fold since
the economy began to open up in 1978 ([7], Fig. 1). By 2030, China is
expected to account for 38% of global consumption of food fish [8].
Because of the scale of this consumption, it is a direct driver of stock
declines for some species throughout the Asia-Pacific, and China is a
leading market for several types of overfished seafood, such as live reef
fish, sea cucumbers and shark fin [9–11]. Changing forms of seafood
consumption in China hold immense significance for the marine
ecosystems that supply this market, and are a fundamentally important
challenge to address for global environmental sustainability.

This paper is based largely on recent findings from extensive
ethnographic and survey research with seafood traders and consumers
in China from 2011 to 2015. This research focused on the distinctive
social and political context of seafood consumption in China [9,12–14].
The paper builds on these findings to evaluate how existing policy
initiatives undertaken by civil society and the government to improve
sustainable seafood consumption in China are affected by this dis-

tinctive context, and discusses how future efforts can more effectively
engage with this context. To improve sustainable seafood consumption
will require an effective strategy for working in a market environment
characterised by a much greater public interest in food safety than food
sustainability, and by a governance environment characterised by the
strong role of the state.

2. Markets and Civil society

Civil society organisations have promoted market-based tools such
as consumer awareness campaigns and certification initiatives as a
means to engage the wider public on sustainability issues in China.
Among the most prominent have been a series of consumer awareness
campaigns designed to discourage consumption of shark fin. Using
high-profile celebrities such as ex-basketball star Yao Ming and actor
Jackie Chan, advertisements have appeared on television and bill-
boards across the country. Shark fin consumption appears to have
declined significantly in recent years, although it is difficult to
determine the role of these campaigns in this decline, and there are
other factors that played roles [9,10,12,15,16]. However, the cam-
paigns have certainly played a large role in increasing awareness of the
issues surrounding shark fin consumption – more than 80% of 300
surveyed consumers in Beijing and Shanghai had seen the advertise-
ments performed by Yao Ming, for example [14].

Certification initiatives have also become more prominent in China
in recent years. While the majority of food certifications relate to food
safety or organic certification, environmental sustainability certifying
organisations such as the Marine Stewardship Council and Friend of
the Sea are also expanding their work in China. While to date most of
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the activities of these certification organisations has focused on
promoting seafood that is exported from China to foreign markets,
there is a long term goal of promoting a domestic market for
sustainable certified seafood.

Such market-based tools face a range of challenges in China.
Although consumer awareness campaigns on endangered species has
vastly improved awareness of these issues within China, beyond
specific species such as sharks and those protected under Chinese
law there is little widespread understanding of or interest in sustain-
able seafood. For example, seafood traders and restaurant operators in
Beijing reported that customers generally never ask about environ-
mental sustainability, and they do not see sustainable seafood as a
useful business opportunity [9,12]. Instead, consumer concern over
food is far more interested in food safety, driven by the numerous food
safety scandals and crimes in China in recent years.

More broadly, there is a strong perception in China that the
responsibility for environmental protection lies strongly with the
government, and not with the market [14]. For example, 300 surveyed
seafood consumers in Beijing and Shanghai agreed strongly with the
statements: ‘protection of endangered species can be better achieved by
government regulations, compared to public awareness campaigns’
(mean of 4 on a 5 point scale), and ‘I basically don’t ask if the product is
in danger of extinction when buying or consuming seafood’ (mean of
3.7 on a 5 point scale) [14]. These dynamics suggest limited current
support for environmental certification as a means to improve sustain-
able consumption in China.

However, popular awareness and interest in environmental issues
more broadly is increasing rapidly, spurred on by China's domestic
environmental challenges such as air pollution that have more im-
mediate and widespread impacts for consumers [17,18]. An increas-
ingly active civil society is likely to play a greater role in the future in
improving sustainable seafood consumption in China.

3. Government policies

The Chinese government has many policies that indirectly and
directly affect seafood consumption. As an overarching economic
strategy, the government has been attempting to build up the level of
domestic consumption as a share of gross domestic product, and it has
also set a bold goal to increase the annual level of seafood production to
73 million tons by 2020 [19]. These policies are examples of broader
government goals that would support increased levels of seafood
consumption.

However, more specifically, the government has implemented a
range of measures related to sustainable consumption in the seafood
market. Consumption of some specific, endangered species is banned
under domestic Chinese law. The government is also a signatory to the
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Flora and Fauna

(CITES), and in recent years CITES has added several types of seafood
to Appendix II that are widely consumed in China, including several
sharks, rays, and the Napoleon wrasse (Cheilinus undulatus). Yet the
relevant CITES laws relating to trade in many of these species are still
proving difficult to enforce. No Napoleon wrasse, for example, have
been approved for import into mainland China according to the CITES
database, yet are found (likely illegally) for sale across mainland China
[20].

Greater traceability has the potential to improve sustainable
seafood consumption by generating more information and transpar-
ency about the state of seafood trade, and facilitating greater enforce-
ment of laws such as those relating to CITES. Greater traceability has
been recommended in several key international policy reports aiming
to improve sustainability in the Chinese seafood and fisheries sector
e.g. [20–23]. The Chinese government has introduced a range of
policies to improve traceability, mostly relating to food safety [24].
However, effective traceability relies on a commitment to transparency
from government that, in China, is currently lacking [25].

Likely the most influential government policy in recent years for
sustainable seafood consumption has been one that is not directly
concerned with environmental sustainability: an anti-corruption cam-
paign. Since taking office in late 2012, Xi Jinping has prosecuted an
intense campaign against corruption among government officials, and
one of the key targets of this campaign has been the practice of
banqueting. Seafood banquets are the site of much consumption of
environmentally unsustainable luxury seafood such as shark fin and
live reef fish, and this crackdown has had a significant effect on
consumption in this sector [12]. Shark fin soup has specifically been
banned at government banquets [26].

Another target of the anti-corruption campaign has been the ‘grey
trade’ in Chinese border regions, where products are smuggled to
China from locations such as Vietnam and Hong Kong in order to avoid
the higher tariffs imposed in mainland China. Hong Kong is a key
transit point for a great deal of luxury seafood and other wildlife [23],
and the grey trade is a major barrier to improved traceability, data
collection and enforcement of laws. Recent reports suggest that the
government has increasingly been cracking down on the grey trade,
forcing traders to operate cleanly [27].

While the government has therefore had an impact on sustainable
seafood consumption, the most significant actions have been unin-
tended consequences deriving from broader initiatives to improve
governance.

4. Towards sustainable seafood consumption

The social, economic and political context of China will need to be
addressed when governments and the broader policy community
introduce initiatives for sustainable seafood consumption. Currently,
this context is marked by a lack of widespread public interest in
sustainable seafood consumption and a much higher level of public
interest in food safety, and a strong role for the state in the broader
governance environment.

The high level of public concern on domestic food safety presents
potential opportunities for campaigners on sustainable seafood con-
sumption. Live reef food fish, for example, have a range of food safety
concerns associated with them, ranging from the cyanide that is
frequently used to catch them, or the antibiotics and tranquilisers
administered to them during their journey from tropical source
countries to China [28]. Similarly, shark fins are associated with
mercury consumption, and indeed, concerns over ‘fake’ or synthetic
shark fin have been one of the key drivers lowering Chinese shark fin
consumption in recent years [13,15]. Where it is possible, linking
sustainable seafood consumption to food safety issues may be a useful
strategy. More broadly, multiple, innovative approaches will be re-
quired to improve practices of sustainable seafood consumption, and
civil society, markets and government will all have roles to play.

Fig. 1. : Apparent per capita seafood consumption in mainland China, 1961–2013.1

Source: [7].
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However, in China, the strong role of the state – both in perception
and reality – needs to be taken into account. Policies that focus on the
market such as certification will undoubtedly be important, but they
are unlikely to succeed without corresponding attention to the wider
structures that constrain and shape consumer choice [3,29]. To
improve sustainable seafood consumption in China, it will be critical
to engage the government on multiple fronts. In particular, improved
traceability systems, stronger enforcement of CITES legislation, and
better regulation of the grey trade are three key areas where increased
attention by the Chinese government could yield substantial positive
effects for sustainable seafood consumption. While market-based
campaigns will likely play a larger role at some point, how to best
work with and engage government on the factors influencing sustain-
able seafood consumption will remain crucial for the foreseeable
future.

Appendix A. Supporting information

Supplementary data associated with this article can be found in the
online version at doi:10.1016/j.marpol.2016.09.020.
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