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Introduction
The 18th meeting of the Conference of the Parties (CoP18) to 
the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Spe-
cies of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) (CITES Secretariat 
2009a) was held in Geneva in August 2019. As a result of two 
and a half years of work outlined in an article in the Beche-de-
mer Information Bulletin “Towards a CITES listing of teat-
fish” (Di Simone et al. 2019), the proposal to include three 
Holothuriidae (teatfish) species – Holothuria fuscogilva, H. 
nobilis and H. whitmaei) in Appendix II was submitted by 
the European Union (EU) and co-sponsored by the United 
States of America (USA), Seychelles, Kenya and Senegal. 
Committee I of the conference debated the proposal on 25 
August, and it was accepted by secret ballot, with 108 Par-
ties in favour and 30 against. After 17 years of discussions 
(Bruckner 2006; Robin des Bois 2019), three sea cucumber 
species were, for the first time ever, listed in CITES Appen-
dix II on 28 August 2019 in plenary session. 

A proposal widely supported....
This listing proposal has received the support of a large num-
ber of Parties to CITES, including many intergovernmental 
organisations such as the Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations (FAO) and the International Union 
for Conservation of Nature, and non-governmental organisa-
tions such as Robin des Bois, World Wildlife Fund (WWF), 
and the Species Survival Network (Fig. 1). A letter of support 
for the proposal, initiated by Biological Diversity and signed 
by 26 holothurian scientists and specialists from around the 
world, was forwarded to CITES.

Among the all of the listing proposals submitted on marine 
species, only the one about teatfish has received a favour-
able analysis from FAO. The Sixth Expert Advisory Panel 
was held in Rome from 21 to 25 January 2019, to consider 
four listing proposals to CITES concerning commercially 
exploited aquatic species, including the teatfish proposal. 
The panel determined that the species H. whitmaei met the 
criteria for listing in CITES Appendix II, and that the other 
two species met the “look alike” criteria (FAO 2019). 

The French CITES Scientific Authority (SA France), under 
the EU delegation, participated in the two teatfish side events 
in the margins of CoP18. The first, organised by WWF and 

Three species of teatfish to be protected by CITES 
Marie Di Simone,1 Arnaud Horellou1 and Chantal Conand2

the International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW), with 
the participation of the Sri Lankan and USA CITES Man-
agement Authority, SA France, WWF and Robin des Bois, 
focused on the biology and the legal and illegal trade of teat-
fish (Fig. 2). The second, organised by FAO, with interven-
tions from SA France, FAO and the Pacific Community, 
focused on the proposal itself, including its strengths and 
weaknesses, and local fisheries management. The proposal 
has been the subject of media coverage in 2019, such as the 
magazine Le Marin, the radio programme France Inter and 
on the websites of Biological Diversity and Robin des Bois. 

...but somewhat contested
There was no consensus, however, on the proposal, which is 
the real reason why discussions did not end with a consen-
sus in Committee I. China, Papua New Guinea, Solomon 
Islands and Tonga, as well as other Asian, Pacific and Ocean-
ian countries, did not support the proposal, mainly for fear 
of implementation difficulties and the needed and necessary 
capacity building, especially for small-scale and local fisheries.

These countries expressed concerns regarding the difficulties 
of implementing this listing, including its impact on commu-
nities dependent on sea cucumbers for their livelihoods, as 
well as the significant management burden that would result 
from listing the teatfish (CITES Secretariat 2019b).

Parties supporting the proposal (Australia, Chile, Senegal 
and the USA) have also all noted a current lack of compre-
hensive measures to ensure sustainable management (CITES 
Secretariat 2019b).

The lack of data in the proposal, raised by China at the 30th 

Animals Committee (19 July 2018), was not highlighted this 
time, as the final proposal had been strongly consolidated 
on this aspect. However, producing data at the local level to 
carry out non-detriment findings remains a challenge.

Solutions to face these challenges 
In view of concerns expressed by some Pacific countries about 
the importance of holothurians to livelihoods and the need 
for capacity building, the EU committed itself to provide 
technical and financial support to assist Parties that may 
need additional capacity to effectively implement the listing 
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proposal, and thus implement a global capacity building 
programme (CITES Secretariat 2019b). 

Also, the USA, on behalf of co-sponsors, proposed to 
amend the proposal to delay the entry into force of this list-
ing by 12 months. It will now enter into force on 28 August 
2020 (CITES Secretariat 2019b). 

The implementation of Appendix II management and con-
trol measures for the three teatfish species, organised by 
Article IV of CITES, will determine the future CITES list-
ing for other sea cucumber species. This first listing for these 
animals at CoP is a leap into the unknown and for many, 
proof that CITES is the right instrument for their conserva-
tion remains to be provided. Possible future listings of other 
species meeting CITES criteria will only be possible with 
results obtained on teatfish in the coming years.

It is important that the listing of these three sea cucumber 
species in CITES Appendix II be done in an optimal way to 
encourage new classifications of other holothurian species, 
as long as some would meet the CITES listing criteria.
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Figure 1. Sharks, fish and a sea cucumber welcome delegates to 
the venue as the third day of CITES CoP18 continues.

Figure 2. Intervention by France at a side event for a presentation 
of the teatfish proposal in Geneva at CoP18. From left to 
right: Daniel Fernando (Sri Lanka) explained the support of 
his country, which should have hosted CoP, for this proposal. 
Colman Criodain (WWF) was the moderator, and he explained 
the need to preserve these animals (in general). The French SA 
(Arnaud Horellou and Marie di Simone) presented the biology 
and habitats of teatfish. Charlotte Nithart of Robin des Bois 
presented the legal and illegal trade. Rosemarie Gnam (USA 
CITES Management Authority) presented the background of 
holothurians at CITES.
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