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Hong Kong’s Role as an Entrepot for the Shark Fin Trade and Source of Shark Fin Data

Hong Kong serves as the world’s largest market for the trade in shark fins and handles over half of all world recorded imports
.  The figures and analysis presented in this document are derived from Hong Kong SAR Government Census and Statistics Department databases
.  Due to a change in commodity codes in 1997, which provides for better resolution of imports and exports in raw and processed forms, this analysis is focused on data from 1998 and 1999 recorded under the new and improved system.  In 1998, 6.9 million kg of dried and salted shark fins were imported to Hong Kong, and in 1999 this quantity rose to 7.6 million kg.  Long-term statistics collected under the previous system indicate a steady growth in imports since the mid 1980s of roughly 11% a year.  The new statistical system reveals quantities which are considerably higher than those projected by the previous trend (ie 6.8 million projected for 1999
 versus 7.6 million recorded) and thus demonstrate an increased rate of growth in the shark fin trade in the last two years.  

European Participation in the Shark Fin Trade

In 1999, 85 countries from all over the world exported unprocessed dried or salted shark fins to Hong Kong.  Of these countries, the leading contributor to the trade by far was Spain which exported over 2 million kg or 27% of the total.  Spain’s dominance in the shark fin trade is further emphasized when its exports are compared to the second ranked country, the United States, which produced only a quarter of Spain’s quantity and only 7% of the Hong Kong total.  The other European countries exporting shark fins in 1999 did so in relatively small quantities:  Norway exported 39,000 kg, Portugal contributed 4,000 kg, and France and the Slovak Republic were responsible for 1,000 kg and 500 kg, respectively. The vast majority of sharks being caught by Spanish boats are Blue shark. 

European Economic Benefits from the Shark Trade

Despite Spain’s pre-eminence in the world shark fin market, the value of Spanish-produced shark fins consistently ranks near the bottom of the approximately 90 countries which export fins to Hong Kong.  Both Spain’s and Norway’s shark fin products are among the 6 lowest valued shark fins imported to Hong Kong for both 1998 and 1999.  This may be related to the fact that both Spain and Norway preserve the majority of their exported shark fins by salting rather than drying, and those countries exporting large quantities of salted fins are among those with the lowest value exports.  The low values of Spain’s and Norway’s shark fins (4 to 14 US dollars per kg) contrast dramatically with high quality fins valued at over 90 US dollars per kg, as well as with the weighted average
 for all countries of 26 US dollars per kg.  Consumption of shark fins occurs mainly in East Asia, however, Hong Kong exported small quantities of processed shark fins to several European countries in the past two years including Belgium/Luxembourg, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and Spain.  

Foreign Landings  and Underreporting of Shark Fins

Although certain restrictions apply to the capture of sharks and the harvesting of their fins in some countries, trade in shark fins is otherwise legal.  However, tracking shark fin production by country is complicated by the potential for landing catches in another country which then ships the fins to Hong Kong.  For example, it is estimated from recent Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) statistics
 that approximately 20% of the total fish catch of the Spanish fleet is captured in waters considered sufficiently far from Spanish ports to assume these catches are landed in another country (eg West Africa).  Shark fins produced by such Spanish vessels may be recorded as a product of the country of landing, thereby masking the contribution of Spain’s distant water fleets by as much as 20%.  Foreign landings also complicate an assessment of which shark populations are being heavily fished since it is difficult to determine where sharks are actually being caught.  An analysis of the Hong Kong import statistics indicates that not only Spain, but other major shark fin producing countries such as Japan, Indonesia, Mexico, and India ship more of their shark fins through foreign countries than through their own home ports.  Regardless of the nationality of the fishing vessels and the location of capture, there is expected to be considerable underreporting of shark fin shipments to avoid customs duties and due to unofficial distribution chains.  All of these factors indicate that calculations based on official statistics may considerably underestimate worldwide shark fin production.  A case in point is the FAO estimate for world shark fin production in 1997 of 6 million kg
 which is approximately 1 million kg less than the quantity of fins imported into Hong Kong alone in 1998.  

The Number of Sharks Represented by the Quantity of Fins Traded

Translating the quantities of shark fins imported to Hong Kong into numbers of sharks necessitates several simplifying assumptions, but provides a general estimate of the number of sharks killed to support the fin trade.  Assuming that on average:

a) the weight of a shark’s fins represents approximately 2% of its total weight
;

b) each shark weighs approximately 15 kg
; and

c) Hong Kong represents 50% of the world trade in shark fins

The 7.6 million kg of fins imported to Hong Kong in 1999 represents over 50 million sharks needed to support to world shark fin trade each year.  Since Europe, primarily Spain, contributes approximately 27% of the Hong Kong trade, if this figure is projected worldwide, over 13 million sharks have their fins taken by European fleets for the shark fin trade each year.  Given the transshipment and under-reporting issues highlighted above, and the fact that many sharks are killed but not utilized for their fins, the actual number of sharks killed each year must be considerably higher.  
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