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World Wildlife Fund for Nature cyanide project

The report on the live reef fish trade by Johannes and
Riepen, released in November 1995, focused attention
on Hong Kong's involvement in cyanide fishing; it is
the world’s largest importer of live reef fish for
human consumption. Many of the target species des-
tined for Hong Kong have been caught using cyanide.
The WWF family is addressing the growing threat of
this practice in the Asia-Pacific region.

WWF Philippines has been working with the
International Marinelife Alliance — Philippines,
WWF Indonesia, WWF Malaysia and WWF Hong
Kong, along with WWEF International’s Endangered
Seas Campaign, using their experience to address
the problem in each of their countries. The Nature
Conservancy is also working in this field, and it is
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envisaged that each organisation will cover specific
aspects so that each effort complements the other.

Early in 1997, WWF Hong Kong will recruit a full-
time staff member to work exclusively on the cyanide
issue for a six-month period and half-time for the fol-
lowing eighteen months.

The overall goal of the project is to conserve coral
reefs and their associated fauna in the Indo-Pacific
region through the promotion of sustainable non-
damaging fishing practices, and, in particular, to stop
the use of cyanide to capture target species for the
live-fish food trade. Since Hong Kong is seen as dri-
ving the cyanide fishing industry, WWF Hong Kong
will concentrate their efforts on the traders.



May 1997

SPC Live Reef Fish Information Bulletin #2

The first task is to open discussion with the main
importers of live reef fish in Hong Kong and make
them aware of the implications of using cyanide,
including the threat to the future of their own busi-
nesses. The International Marinelife Alliance —
Philippines has already initiated talks with one of the
largest importers and WWF will continue this dia-
logue and introduce more traders to the concept of
sustainable fishing. The aim will be to steer traders
towards a sustainable source of live fish, that is, tradi-
tional catching methods. (These are already identified
in the Philippines and the intention is to encourage
them in Indonesia and other source countries).

WWF Hong Kong plans to conduct a market survey
amongst the public to establish a baseline of public
attitudes towards eating fish sold live, the effect of
cyanide on distant coral reefs, and the long-term
prospects if this method of fishing is allowed to con-
tinue. If the results show that a significant percentage
of the population is unaware of the consequences of
cyanide fishing for the live food-fish market, a pro-
gramme will be planned to change public attitudes by
raising public awareness and increasing general con-
cern for the future of coral reefs.

An informed public will promote demand for ‘reef-
friendly fish” produced from sustainable, well-
managed sources, and methods will be developed
to provide information to consumers to allow them
to choose where they buy fish or which restaurants
they frequent. Through WWF’s Endangered Seas
Campaign, the organisation will work to establish
a restaurant ‘labelling” method to enable the public
to make informed choices of seafood from sustain-
able sources.

WWF will also consider the possibility of CITES list-
ings for species threatened by the live food-fish trade.
This is, however, a very long-term solution since there
is little biological data available for many of the target
species, such as Napoleon wrasse. Currently, in addi-
tion, no country where these species are found and
which is signatory to CITES has called for a national
ban on the export of such species. These issues need
to be resolved before any listing can occur.

WWEF also supports village-based initiatives to put
their live reef fisheries on a sustainable basis. For
example, it is helping support a programme run by an
NGO, Fund for Nature of the Philippines (KKP) in the
Turtle Islands, Philippines. The programme involves
groups of 15 people, representing a cross section of
each community, including conservation wardens,
teachers, youth leaders, police officers, local govern-
ment officials, etc. These are being asked to identify
their communities’ problems. Prominent among
these, as has already been established, is destructive
fishing methods, including the use of cyanide.

Action plans are being developed that include edu-
cation for environmental sustainability in the
schools and communities. A reef-monitoring pro-
gramme has been established in one area. Socio-eco-
nomic studies are also being carried out with the
objective of identifying approaches, from the com-
munities’ perspectives, for setting up viable com-
munity enterprises based on the ornamental and
live food-fish trade. Outside assistance is being
obtained from local exporters and coral reef scien-
tists, as well as a fisheries certification expert who
will help establish a certification system for the
export of ornamental reef fishes.




