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Asian gourmets taste fish to help save coral reefs

Reef fish such as grouper and wrasse are highly
prized by Asian gourmets, but the practice of using
cyanide poison to stun and capture them is degrading
coral reefs in Indonesia and throughout the South-
East Asian region. The Nature Conservancy, con-
cerned over the growing destruction of the world’s
biologically richest marine ecosystems, is working to
create a joint venture with Indonesia to save reefs and
ensure the trade in these fish is practiced in a sustain-
able manner.

Traditional fishing methods once allowed for a sus-
tainable supply of wild reef fish, but current methods
threaten the availability and affordability of these
creatures, as well as many other varieties of seafood.

! The Nature Conservancy, Hawaii

by Carol Fox *

High prices and decreasing fish supplies have driven
fishermen to use large quantities of sodium cyanide, a
deadly poison, to stun these large fish so they can be
captured and transported live to market.
Unfortunately, the cyanide is creating a mosaic of
dead and dying reefs in the targeted areas, eliminat-
ing them as a source of food and income for locals, as
well as for other fishermen who follow.

Destructive fishing has already resulted in the decima-
tion of the majority of the reefs in the Philippines, and
of large areas of Indonesia’s rich underwater environ-
ment. Hong Kong fishing companies note that the con-
tinuation of these unsustainable practices is driving
fishing fleets farther afield, for example to the Maldives
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and Papua New Guinea. As fish stocks decline, prices
of seafood will continue to rise, and favoured species
may become unavailable within three to five years.

The Nature Conservancy is working with govern-
ment and private investors in Asia to develop a sus-
tainable alternative for cyanide-caught wild fish by
developing a dependable source of reasonably
priced, high-quality fish raised in community-based
aquafarms in Indonesia, and possibly in other coun-
tries in the region. The farms could use a combina-
tion of abandoned shrimp ponds and/or sea-pen
culture, depending on local conditions and experi-
ence with successful results.

The first step toward establishing such an industry,
however, was to determine the present differences in
taste, texture and appeal between wild-caught fish
and their aquacultured counterparts. To that end, in
November 1996 The Nature Conservancy brought
together approximately 100 leading gourmets for a
series of three fish-taste comparison tests, at three
separate dinners in Shanghai, Hong Kong and Taipei.

By comparing farm-raised malabar grouper with
wild-caught specimens, the participants helped the
Conservancy obtain a clearer idea of the relative
strengths and weaknesses of aquacultured fish as a
competing product. The taste tests were conducted by
the market survey firm OmniTrak Group, and com-
pared wild-caught Malabar grouper (Epinephelus mal-
abaricus) against farm-raised grouper from two differ-
ent hatcheries and finally against coral trout
(Plectropomus leopardus) .

The tests yielded some very promising results. While
participants in all three cities, and particularly Hong
Kong (where most of these live reef fish are con-

sumed) asserted prior to the tastings that they could
tell the difference between wild and farmed fish, and
would prefer wild-caught, in fact the majority in all
three locations preferred farmed fish from Taiwan’s
Chou Lien Fong farm. Follow-up investigations will
pinpoint the differences in the rearing of this farm’s
fish that may be responsible for its superior marks.

In all three cities, however, coral trout ranked higher
than any of the three varieties of Malabar grouper.
Because techniques for raising coral trout and other
desirable species such as the humphead wrasse have
not yet been perfected, the Conservancy is encourag-
ing Taiwan aquaculture specialists to perfect the
spawning and grow-out of these higher-value species
as an even more attractive market option.

These first taste test results clearly demonstrated
that a market exists for aquaculture fish, particularly
for those raised in good water and general environ-
mental conditions, on specially formulated feed, on
well-managed farms. The successful development of
a market for these fish, however, will depend on
upon properly marketing them as an alternative to
wild-caught: better in taste, better in diet, and better
for the environment.

The Conservancy is talking to both Taiwan and
Indonesian investors, and is very optimistic about
developing grow-out locations for these fish. Reef-
fish farming, combined with more effective cyanide
testing, industry monitoring of the trade and
improved enforcement, should help shift demand
pressure for these fish off the reefs. It will also pro-
vide local employment. All aspects of the project are
being reviewed for environmental sustainability,
including sourcing of the fingerlings, waste run-off,
and genetic mixing.




