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change in adaptive management, and what such changes might be.  The last of these points was 

largely left for further consideration.  The Director of the Marine Fisheries Research and Tech 

Development Institute proposed an annual Thai review process for seahorses, with an array of 

agencies and institutions represented. 

 

Project Seahorse left the meeting encouraged by the discussions, having developed warm 

relationships with our Thai colleagues --- and advanced / opened further our collaboration with 

DoF. Thailand appears to be putting effort into measures that should benefit seahorses, to a level 

that should help in the RST process. All agreed that the work for H. kuda, H. kelloggi and H. 

spinosissimus would also be useful for analysing exports of their other seahorse species for non-

detriment, especially with the Review of Significant Trade underway for H. trimaculatus (and H. 

histrix, for which the Party is mistakenly currently not recognized as a range state).   

 

Project Seahorse has remained in active dialogue with Thai CITES Authorities since the 

workshop. We translated the action plan for distribution among DoF colleagues, and are 

planning to visit Thailand in early 2014 to review progress on action items, present the revised 

NDF framework, and foster ongoing communications. 

  

Viet Nam: 
 

Project Seahorse catalysed a positive and successful NDF workshop in Viet Nam from 29-31 

May, 2013.  The meeting was co-organised by Project Seahorse and the CITES Authorities 

(Scientific and Management) for Viet Nam. It included senior representatives from CITES 

Authorities, Fisheries, academia, government research and the aquaculture industry (see Figure 

2); unfortunately NGO reps (e.g. IUCN, TRAFFIC) did not manage to overcome a late date 

change, however these groups are actually little involved in marine issues.  

 
Figure 2: Viet Nam NDF Workshop 

 

 
 

Project Seahorse trialled the new framework for making NDFs for seahorses, distributed in 

Vietnamese and English prior to the workshop.  Two break out groups independently arrived at 

the same assessment of risk for H. kuda in all categories we had generated – and agreed that no 

NDF could be made.  The framework itself proved good but with enough imperfections to 

reward collective engagement in fixing it.  Indeed, it was encouraging to see the animated 

discussion that accompanied the trial.  
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Recognising that Viet Nam could not yet make an NDF for H. kuda, the workshop developed 

action points that might address the gaps in knowledge and management. These have timelines 

and actors set against them, and are included in the appended workshop report (see Annex 4).  

As with Thailand, the action plan serves as output 3e, highlighting the critical gaps in knowledge 

and indicating possible implications of any gaps and uncertainties for NDFs. Project Seahorse 

has agreed to try to help in a few instances, entirely in collaboration with counterparts at the 

CITES Scientific Authority, universities and Institute of Oceanography.  We agreed that the 

work for H. kuda would also be useful for analysing exports of their other seahorse species for 

non-detriment, especially with the Review of Significant Trade underway for H. trimaculatus / 

H. histrix. 

 

The NDF workshop was characterized by good humour and engagement, allowing us to reach a 

key goal of relationship building.  The discussions benefited wonderfully from simultaneous 

interpretation (both ways) by a very good professional. The aquaculture industry sponsored a 

field trip for workshop participants, with seahorse releases and a dinner / beach party.  Project 

Seahorse mentioned that any seahorse releases really should be undertaken within the framework 

of the IUCN Reintroduction Specialist Group guidelines. 

 

Project Seahorse has remained in active dialogue with the Vietnamese CITES Authorities since 

the workshop. We are in the process of seeking research permission for a post-doctoral fellow to 

visit Viet Nam in early 2014 to help conduct a rapid assessment of Viet Nam’s seahorse 

populations and generate engagement with our new citizen science platform for seahorses – 

iSeahorse. We are also planning to visit Viet Nam in early 2014 to review progress on action 

items, present the revised NDF framework, and foster ongoing communications, and for life 

history research to be carried out in Viet Nam in mid-2014. 

 

Future Plans: 

 

Project Seahorse is very keen to obtain further financial support for work on implementing 

Appendix II listings for seahorses, and hopes the Secretariat will assist in identifying sources. 

We need to act on our strong relationships with both Viet Nam and Thailand; both still have 

some way to go before they can make reliable NDFs for seahorses and both seek support to 

embark on action items arising from the NDF workshops. In addition, Indonesia considers 

seahorses to be priority species and is keen to develop a national action plan for their 

conservation. As well, AC27 will consider more seahorse issues involving more Parties under 

the ongoing Review of Significant Trade --- and likely generate recommendations that require 

additional support to Parties.  We are highly qualified and eager to engage in this work. 

 

We note that our work under this contract is already proving useful in the development of 

frameworks for Non-Detriment Findings for porbeagle (Lamna nasus) and other sharks.  We are 

confident that continued progress on seahorse implementation, especially through the RST, will 

provide precedent and template for other marine fishes listed on CITES Appendix II. Moreover, 

such progress will be forged with seahorses, the marine fishes that are arguably the least 

controversial marine fish species on the CITES Appendices, and thus the most likely to generate 

constructive engagement by Parties apprehensive about CITES marine fish listings. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Rationale 
 

This framework is intended to help CITES Authorities in making “Non-Detriment 

Findings” (NDFs) for seahorses (see Section 1.3, below). We realise making NDFs for 

seahorses can seem challenging, especially where Parties feel they know little about their 

seahorse populations. But the truth is you already know enough to get going. Truly. A lot can be 

done right away with the information you have. Then – in the spirit of adaptive management – 

you can improve your NDFs as you learn more. The more your seahorse populations are 

exploited or under pressure from people, the more you will need to pay attention to fixing the 

NDFs. 

 

This framework and the guidance we provide are intentionally generic. They need to apply to 

many Parties, each with different situations, limitations and opportunities. It is for you to decide 

which parts are appropriate and practical for your Party’s situation. 

1.2. What CITES means for seahorses 
 

In November 2002, CITES Parties voted to list all seahorse species (Hippocampus spp.) on 

Appendix II, with implementation in May 2004.  

 

This means the export of seahorses requires a permit from CITES Management 

Authorities (MAs).  

 

Such an export permit should only be granted when all three of the following conditions have 

been met
3
:   

 

1.2.1. Formal CITES text: a Scientific Authority of the State of export has advised that such 

export will not be detrimental to the survival of that species (in the wild);  

 

Informal explanation: The export of seahorses must not harm wild populations of seahorses. 

We address this condition in Section 3.1 and Section 4.  

 

1.2.2. Formal CITES text: a Management Authority of the State of export is satisfied that the 

specimen was not obtained in contravention of the laws of that State for the protection of 

fauna and flora;  

 

Informal explanation: Seahorses caught in a way that violated any laws must not be exported. 

We address this condition in Sections 3.2.  

 

  

                                                 
3
 http://www.cites.org/eng/disc/text.php#IV 
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1.2.3. Formal CITES text: a Management Authority of the State of export is satisfied that any 

living specimen will be so prepared and shipped as to minimize the risk of injury, 

damage to health or cruel treatment.  

 

Informal explanation: Live seahorses have to be treated humanely when shipped from one 

country to another. We address this condition in Section 8.1.  

1.3. What is an NDF? 
 

An NDF – “Non-Detriment Finding” – is how Parties show that condition 1.2.1 (above) has 

been met – that exporting seahorses will not harm wild populations.  

1.4. How can exports harm wild seahorse populations?  
 

Most seahorses in trade are fished from the wild. Many of the same characteristics that make 

seahorses such interesting animals also make them vulnerable to heavy fishing and habitat 

damage. Indeed, we know that wild seahorse populations usually do badly under heavy 

fishing pressure.  
 

 Seahorses are generally found in low numbers, and are patchy in distribution – this means 

even low rates of removal can significantly reduce population numbers.  

 The male seahorse becomes pregnant and this means the babies depend on their father until 

they are born. If males are fished when they are pregnant, then none of their babies survive. 

 Seahorses form long-term pair bonds. Many only mate with a single partner throughout the 

breeding season. If one of the seahorses is removed, the other stops reproducing unless it can 

find a new mate.  

 Seahorses of most species have very small home ranges, and as mentioned are generally 

found in low numbers (low densities). This makes it hard for seahorses to find each other 

 Seahorses are very slow swimmers, which prevents them from escaping fishing pressure, and 

means they can be slow finding other seahorses. 

 Adult seahorses do not get eaten much by other marine life because of their good 

camouflage. This makes fishing a relatively new pressure on seahorses, and one they have 

not evolved to deal with. 

 Seahorses are mostly found in coral reef, seagrass and mangrove habitats. All of these 

habitats are under pressure from human activities worldwide, putting seahorses under 

pressure too. 

 

All that said, there are many ways Parties can reduce potential harm to wild populations, 

and as a result have both seahorse trade and healthy seahorse populations (more on this in 

Section 5).  

 

Project Seahorse has summarised the life history and ecology of seahorses globally, as we know 

it – you can find this information online at www.projectseahorse.org/NDF
4
. You will see there 

are many gaps for many species. Indeed, compared to many commercially important fish species, 

                                                 
4
 Be sure to check www.projectseahorse.org/NDF regularly for updates of this information. 

http://www.projectseahorse.org/NDF
http://www.projectseahorse.org/NDF
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we know very little about the life-history and biology of seahorses. Section 7.2 suggests ways to 

fill those gaps – but we will get back to that later. 

1.5. Why all this talk about fishing and habitats? Isn’t CITES about trade? 
 

Yes, CITES is about international trade. But NDF assessments must consider ALL pressures 

facing your seahorses. So even very small export volumes could pose a problem – and 

potentially need reduction – if your seahorses are threatened in other ways. For example, if your 

seahorse habitats are in bad shape, or there is a large domestic or illegal trade, then any export 

might be unsustainable. That is why we will consider fishing pressures in Section 4.3 and threats 

to seahorse habitats in Section 4.5. This is also why, when considering trade pressures in Section 

4.4, we consider domestic consumption, and illegal, unregulated and unreported (IUU) fisheries 

and trades; if either of these is big, then even a small international trade can be too much for a 

population to handle. 

1.6. Section summary 
 

 CITES Appendix II listing for all seahorse species means seahorse exports require a permit 

issued by the exporting Party’s CITES Management Authority. 

 Three conditions must be met before that permit can be issued:  

The proposed export will not harm wild populations (Section 1.2.1). 

The proposed export is of legally acquired specimens (Section 1.2.2). 

When applicable, live seahorses are being shipped humanely (Section 1.2.3). 

 A Non-Detriment Finding (NDF) determines if the first of these conditions (1.2.1) is 

being met – that the proposed export will not harm wild populations of seahorses. 

 A preliminary NDF assessment can be made with very little information, and improved as 

knowledge improves. 

 NDFs need to consider ALL pressures on a population – not just those imposed by 

international trade. 

 

It’s common to feel a bit lost at this stage, with so much to absorb.  That’s why the next section 

explains how this framework will guide you in making NDFs for your seahorse exports.  Please 

go to Section 2. 
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2. HOW TO USE THE FRAMEWORK 

 

This framework will guide you through the steps needed to make an NDF assessment for 

proposed seahorse exports. 

2.1. How the framework is structured  
 

Section 3 will help you first determine if you even need to make an NDF for the proposed 

export.  

 

If you do, Sections 4, 5 and 6 will guide you in making that NDF. Sections 4 and 5 each 

consist of a series of steps. Each step is supported by guiding text, a flowchart and a 

worksheet. These three elements are all cross-referenced for ease of use.  

 

In Section 4 you evaluate the pressures facing the seahorse species under consideration.   

 Section 4.1 will help you determine the species in trade. 

 In Section 4.2 you describe the pressures facing wild populations of that species in your 

Party’s oceans. 

 In Sections 4.3 through 4.5 you assess the risk to the species (low, medium, high or 

unknown) from fishing, trade and habitats pressures, respectively. 

   

In Section 5 you evaluate the ability of existing management to mitigate the risks identified 

in Section 4. You will consider whether existing management is appropriate for the risks 

(Section 5.2.1), whether it is being implemented (Section 5.2.2), and whether it is indeed 

effective at reducing the identified pressures in support of sustainable seahorse populations and 

so sustainable trade (Section 5.2.3). 

 

Completing Sections 4 and 5 should provide Scientific Authorities sufficient information to 

make a decision about the NDF, and we consider the NDF options in Section 6.   

 

Where risks are not being managed with good results, or are unknown, then Section 7 offers 

guidance and advice about how to improve management action (Section 7.1) and/or fill 

knowledge gaps (Section 7.2), in support of adaptive management.  

 

If all risks are being managed appropriately and effectively, then you can turn to Section 8 

which considers the final steps to take before issuing a permit in situations where an export 

has been considered non-detrimental to wild populations of seahorses. 

 

Finally, Section 9 lists some useful resources you can consult for more information on 

seahorses and CITES/NDFs. 
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2.2. Sources of information for making NDFs  
 

As mentioned in the previous section, a lot can be done right away with existing information – 

you just have to know where to find it. So where can you find existing information on 

seahorse species biology, ecology, threats, management and conservation?  There are the usual 

places – such as the primary (published, peer-reviewed) literature. Project Seahorse maintains a 

database of seahorse publications that we would be happy to share with you. Project Seahorse 

has also summarised the life history and ecology of seahorses globally, as we know it – and you 

can find this information online at www.projectseahorse.org/NDF, along with links to other key 

seahorse resources (see also Section 9). But there are other important places to look for 

information as well, and we touch on them here.    

 

NDFs should be scientifically sound and defensible. That means that regardless of where you 

get your information, it is important to consider its quality and reliability.  The less confident you 

are about the quality of information, the more precautionary you must be when assessing risk to 

your species from pressures (Section 4), and when evaluating the ability of existing management 

measures to mitigate those risks (Section 5). 

 2.2.1. Conservation assessments 

 

A species conservation assessment evaluates whether members of it are still alive, and how 

likely the species is to become extinct in the near future. Many factors are taken into account 

when assessing conservation status: not simply the number of individuals remaining, but the 

overall increase or decrease in the population size over time, breeding success rates, known 

threat, etc. 

 

2.2.1.1. Global status, or, the IUCN Red List  

 

The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species (www.iucnredlist.org) is the best-known 

worldwide conservation status listing and ranking system. Species are classified by experts 

into nine categories of risk reflecting criteria such as rate of decline, population size, area of 

geographic distribution, and degree of population fragmentation.  

 

 Critically Endangered (CR), Endangered (EN), and Vulnerable (VU): These indicate that the 

species is threatened with extinction.  

 Near Threatened (NT):  This species does not currently qualify for threatened but may do so 

in the near future. 

 Least Concern (LC): This species has little risk of becoming extinct. 

 Data Deficient (DD): This species has been assessed, but we do not know enough to assess 

its status. Such a designation gives no information about the conservation status of the 

species, good or bad.  

 Not Evaluated (NE): This species has never been assessed. 

 

  

http://www.projectseahorse.org/NDF
http://www.iucnredlist.org/


6 

 

The species assessments found at www.iucnredlist.org include summaries of the information 

used to make the assessment – such as taxonomic notes, geographic range, population 

information and trends, habitat and ecology, threats, and conservation action. The information 

is all cited and peer reviewed. 
 

2.2.1.2. National conservation status  

 

The conservation status of a species globally may be different from the status regionally or 

nationally. Because of this some countries also have national assessment lists 

(http://www.nationalredlist.org/). Most of these lists use the same approach as the IUCN Red 

List, but consider the populations within a country. These are also often called Red Lists or Red 

Data Books. Some, but not all, of these also include summaries of the information used to make 

the assessment. 

 

Many seahorses on the Red List are listed as DD, and there are some NEs. If you discover that 

your species is without a global or national conservation status and would like to change that 

please contact Project Seahorse. Project Seahorse is the IUCN Species Specialist Group (SSG) 

for seahorses and their relatives, and so coordinates the conservation assessments for these 

species.  We will be pleased to guide you in assessing your species! 

 

2.2.1.3. Which list should I use? 

 

Since CITES is implemented at the national level, use the national assessment if there is 

one. If the national assessment is non-existent, out of date, or unreliable, then the global 

assessment can be used. However, you should consider that the conservation status of the 

species globally could be very different from its status in your country. A species that is 

threatened globally could be flourishing in any range state, or a species of Least Concern 

globally could be highly threatened locally. 

 

2.2.1.4. IUCN Red List ≠ CITES 

 

It is important to note that the IUCN Red List is not the same as CITES, although they are often 

confused. The confusion comes from the fact the IUCN Red List and CITES use similar sets of 

criteria to evaluate species for inclusion. But the criteria are not identical. And the lists differ in 

their regulator capacities. 

 

The IUCN Red List is a flagging device. It is intended to draw attention to species that may be 

in need of conservation intervention, or to those we need to learn more about. The listing of a 

species on the Red List as threatened or otherwise has no legal consequences.  

 

The listing of a species on CITES has legal consequences. When a species is listed on a 

CITES Appendix, its international trade MUST be regulated by signatory Parties or the Party 

could face review and eventual sanctions. 

  

http://www.iucnredlist.org/
http://www.nationalredlist.org/
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2.2.2. National experts 

 

The other important sources of information for making NDF assessments for seahorse 

species are your regional experts. You can consult Project Seahorse to find out about your 

Party’s seahorse experts. However important information can also come from people that know 

nothing about seahorses at all, but know a lot about the habitats they live in, the fisheries that 

catch them, the management that might affect them. We suggest bringing these experts 

together to work through this framework – doing so will reveal how much is already known, 

and what gaps need to be filled in understanding of seahorse populations and pressures.     

 

Ok – let’s get started.  Please move to Section 3 to determine if you even need to make an NDF.  

You might not... 
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This chart represents all sections of the framework, starting with the next section (Section 3) 

in which you determine if you even need to make an NDF. We will use this summary 

flowchart to guide us through the framework from this point forward.   
 

 
  

Flow chart to support Section 2.  How to use the framework 
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3. DO YOU EVEN NEED AN NDF? 

 

Answering just two questions will determine if you even need to make an NDF for the 

proposed exports. 

3.1. Could the proposed trade harm wild seahorse populations? 
 

Remember condition 1.2.1 for granting an export permit: the proposed export of seahorses 

should not harm wild populations. So you need to start by asking about the source of the 

seahorses for which the permit is being sought.  

 

Sources of seahorses generally fall into one of three groups, of which two need NDFs
5
. 

 

You DO need to make an NDF for these two groups: 

 

3.1.1. Wild caught seahorses (seahorses taken from the wild). If the seahorses were 

taken from the wild you have to make an NDF. This includes those that were taken from 

the wild and then kept in captivity for some time before export (i.e. “ranched”).  

 

3.1.2. Offspring of wild caught seahorses. The offspring of wild caught seahorses are 

known as “F1” generation and the parents as “broodstock”. If the parents were taken 

from the wild, then you have to make NDFs for the parents. Export of their offspring (F1) 

can be a particular problem for wild populations where a lot of wild parents must be 

brought into captivity to maintain culture production.  

 

If the permit application is for seahorses from groups 3.1.1 (wild caught) or 3.1.2 (offspring of 

wild caught) then go to Section 3.2.  If not, keep reading. 

 

You DO NOT need to make an NDF for this group: 

 

3.1.3. Offspring of captive born parents. The offspring of captive born parents (F1) are 

known as “F2” generation.  The offspring of F2 parents are known as “F3”, and so on. In 

cases where offspring are born to captive born parents there is little or no reliance on wild 

seahorses – and little or no chance of harming wild populations. So you do not need to 

make an NDF. 

 

If the permit application is for group 3.1.3 (offspring of captive born parents) – and you have the 

documentation to prove it – then you can stop here. Your job is done, as no NDF is needed.  

 

  

                                                 
5
 http://www.cites.org/common/com/ac/19/X-AC-19i-06.pdf 

http://www.cites.org/common/com/ac/19/X-AC-19i-06.pdf
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3.2. Are the seahorses legally obtained? 
 

Remember condition 1.2.2 for granting a CITES permit: that seahorses sourced from activities 

that violate national laws cannot be traded.  

 

Examples of seahorses sourced in ways that violate national laws: 

 Sourced from illegal fishing activities, such as from trawlers operating in areas closed to 

trawling; 

 Taken from inside the boundaries of no-take marine protected areas (MPAs) or reserves; 

 Caught during closed fishing seasons; 

 Caught even though regional or national laws prohibit fishing seahorses. 

 And, of course, if export is banned by national legislation.  

 

 

If the seahorses were caught in a way that violates any national laws then stop here. You cannot 

grant an export permit for those seahorses.  

 

If the seahorses were legally obtained, move to Section 4 and start your NDF.  
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Flow chart to support Section 3.  Do you even need an NDF? 
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Where we are headed next 
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4. EVALUATE PRESSURES ON THE SPECIES 

 

This section considers situations where export has the potential to harm wild populations 

(from Section 3.1), and exported specimens are legally obtained (from Section 3.2). We will 

work through Sections 4.1-4.5: 

– Section 4.1 will help you determine the species in trade. 

– In Section 4.2 you will consider and summarise the pressures on your wild seahorse 

populations. 

– Sections 4.3-4.5 will help you evaluate the risk to wild populations of your species 

associated with the pressures identified in Section 4.2.  

4.1. Which seahorse species is being traded? 
 

All NDFs should be made at the species level. CITES Management Authorities (MAs) are 

supposed to ensure the seahorse is correctly identified on the permit application. Correctly is 

when the name agrees with the nomenclature adopted by CITES
6
. Doing this will greatly 

improve the use and value of the CITES data (which come from Parties’ permits) in tracking the 

international trade in seahorses (more on this in Section 8). 

 

The challenges, of course, are that (a) seahorse species can all look much the same and (b) dried 

seahorses are commonly exported as mixed species shipments. But you can still move forward 

effectively. 

4.1.1. What if I need help determining the species? 

 

CITES Authorities should use the identification guides produced by Project Seahorse. The 

guides can be found online at www.projectseahorse.org/NDF.  

 

You can take a sub-sampling approach where you suspect a shipment consists of more than one 

seahorse species. Remember, you will need to make separate NDFs for each of those species.  

Worksheet 4.1 will guide you in the process, but to summarise you take a random sample of any 

shipment with multiple species and identify all seahorse species in that sample. Then, you 

assume that each species comprises the same proportion in the full shipment as it did in the 

sample. You might miss some of the less commonly traded species, but it is unrealistic to 

expect Authorities or enforcement agencies to identify every individual in a shipment of 

1,000, 10,000 (or more!) seahorses. Indeed to try might be very discouraging --- 

 

If you know the species, move to Section 4.2.  If you don’t, then turn to Worksheet 4.1.  

 

 

                                                 
6
  see CITES Resolution 12.11 (Rev. COP15) 

http://www.projectseahorse.org/NDF
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Flow chart to support Section 4.1. Which seahorse species is being traded? 
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http://www.coralwatch.org/
http://www.reefcheck.org/
http://data.iucn.org/dbtw-wpd/edocs/2004-023.pdf
http://www.mangrovewatch.org.au/
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http://www.cites.org/eng/resources/transport/E-TranspGuide.pdf
http://www.unep-wcmc-apps.org/citestrade/trade.cfm
http://www.unep-wcmc-apps.org/citestrade/trade.cfm
http://www.cites.org/eng/res/all/12/E12-03R15.pdf




http://seahorse.fisheries.ubc.ca/seahorses
http://www.iseahorse.org/
http://www.cites.org/eng/prog/ndf/index.shtml
http://www.cites.org/eng/resources/species.html
http://sigtrade.cites.org/
http://www.unep-wcmc-apps.org/citestrade/trade.cfm
http://data.iucn.org/dbtw-wpd/edocs/SSC-OP-027.pdf
http://www.cites.org/eng/com/ac/24/E24-09-01.pdf
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