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Figure ��2-3: World trade in shark fins from 1976 to 2011 (Dent & Clarke, 2015) 

 

 

Figure ��2-4: World trade in shark meat from 1976 to 2011. Source: (Dent & Clarke, 2015) 



 

Figures below map the common trade hubs and routes for shark meat and fins. 

 

2.4.1 European Union 
Member countries of the European Union are involved in all parts of the shark trade. Even 
though the European Union has a share of 12% of the global shark meat production in 2005, it 
was responsible for 56% of the global imports and 32% of global exports. Furthermore, three 
European countries, namely the Netherlands, France and Spain, were found to participate in the 

Figure 2-5 World trade in shark fins, trade flow map, average annual quantity, 2008 to 2011 inclusive (thicker/darker 
.lines indicate higher volume, excludes flows < 50 tonnes annually); Source: (Dent & Clarke, 2015) 

Figure 2-6 World trade in shark meat, trade flow map, average annual quantity, 2008 to 2011 inclusive (thicker/darker 
lines indicate higher volume, excludes flows < 1000 tonnes annually) ; from (Dent & Clarke, 2015) 



 

global shark fin trade. Spain’s average annual exports of shark fins, from 2000 to 2011, were 
about 3 490 tons, worth USD57.9 million. The major destination for Spain’s shark fin exports, 
based on comparison of the official statistics as published by the various customs authorities, is 
China, Hong Kong SAR. From 2000 to 2012, exports to China, Hong Kong SAR accounted for, on 
average, 80 percent of the total volume (2,648 tons) and 86 percent of total value (USD47.6 
million) (Dent & Clarke, 2015).  

With regard to shark meat, Italy is the largest consumer of imported shark meat within Europe, 
accounting for more than 30% of all European Union imports. It ranks as the third-largest 
importer of shark meat in the world by volume. From 2000 to 2011, It recorded average annual 
shark meat imports of11 526 tons, worth USD34.8 million (Dent & Clarke, 2015). In Italy, frozen 
blue shark steaks are sold side by side with frozen swordfish steaks and often used as a cheap 
replacement (Oceana, 2008; Jacquet & Pauly, 2008). Traditionally, sharks eaten in Italy were 
caught in the Mediterranean, but since shark populations are dwindling due to overfishing, most 
of the shark meat eaten today is imported as frozen carcasses, processed within the country and 
sold as frozen steaks or fillets. It is predominantly eaten in northern Italy, and in general smaller 
shark species are preferred to larger ones. Major imported species include the porbeagle 
(Lamna nasus) that is listed in CITES Appendix II. 
Spain, on the other hand, is the biggest trader of shark meat in Europe and is responsible for 
importing and exporting most of shark fins and shark meat in Europe. The Galician port of Vigo 
and the port of Las Palmas in the Canary Islands are the European centres for the shark fin trade. 
In Las Palmas, Spanish vessels and the Japanese Atlantic longliners land shark fins. 

Shark is consumed in Spain as well. Frozen and fresh shark fillets can be found next to tuna and 
swordfish steaks in supermarkets and fish shops in Spain. However, the name of the product may 
not always indicate shark meat. Furthermore, depending on the region, producers and 
supermarkets may give different names to shark meat. 

Besides Italy and Spain, France, Portugal, the United Kingdom, Greece, Denmark, Belgium and 
Germany are the other European Union importers of shark meat and are among the top 20 
importers worldwide. In France shark meat is sold under various, somewhat misleading names, 
such as veau de mer (“sea veal”) for porbeagle (Oceana, 2008).  

According to Oceana’s findings, “there are mainly three industrial and rather destructive fishing 
fleets involved: the deep- sea gillnet fishery, carried out mainly by French and English flagged 
vessels; the Spanish deep-sea longline fishery; and the French and English bottom trawl fishery.” 
(Oceana, 2008). 

2.4.2 China 
The change in economic policy in the late 1980s lead to an increase in the demand for shark fins 
by the emerging Chinese middle and upper class.  This increase in demand was followed by a 
significant increase in supply of shark fins by the fishing industry as prices soared. However, the 
new supply was often criticized by environmental groups because many fisheries engaged in 
“finning” and had little regard for the consequences of overfishing. “Finning” is the practice of 
cutting off the shark fins aboard and throwing the remaining carcass back into the sea. This 
technique was often used as the price of fins was far above the value of the remaining carcass 
and thus finning allowed the fisheries to increase their profit significantly (Watts & Wu, 2005; 
Oceana, 2008). As a result, many countries such as the United States and the European Union 
member states have anti-finning regulations that require the fins to be naturally attached to the 
shark carcasses when landed. While this policy was generally welcomed, it was also pointed out 



 

that this regulation may have a major effect on distant long-liner operation and may cause an 
increase in discards of sharks caught as by-catch (many of which can be dead upon haul), in 
particular since the remaining carcass is often of low value (Miyake, et al., 2010; Oceana, 2011; 
Watts & Wu, 2005). 

In recent years, consumer-awareness media campaigns by environmental groups seem to have 
changed the public perception on shark fin soups. As many Chinese consumers were not aware 
of the shark fin in shark fins soup27, the practice of finning and the severe consequences of 
overfishing, awareness campaigns were successful in convincing many Chinese consumers to 
refrain their consumption.  Among the success factors of these media campaigns is the 
participation of Chinese celebrities such as the former NBA player and Chinese idol Yao Ming 
(Denyer, 2013).  

In addition, in December 2013, the Chinese authorities published a regulation that explicitly 
ruled out dishes containing shark fins, bird nests and wild animal products in official reception 
dinners (Xinhuanet news agency, 2013). 

As a result, traders in Hong Kong and Mainland China report that demand has dropped 
significantly over the recent years (Whitcraft, et al., 2014). The decline in demand also had a 
declining effect on prices, which, at the time of writing are down up to 40% compared to 2010. 
However, this assertion is based on information gained in interviews with Chinese traders and 
may not accurately reflect current prices, i.e., the trade centres may have shifted. 

Imports into China excluding Hong Kong, SAR in 2004 were estimated at 4,776t, representing 
36% of global imports.  However, Clarke reports that a significant portion of frozen fins have 
been reclassified within an aggregated commodity category (Dent & Clarke, 2015) which makes 
it more difficult to determine China’s exact share of the world demand for shark fins.  

Note: other than in the literature, more recent data seems to indicate that since 2006 the 
Chinese Custom code are separated for different types of fins or even for specific species. The 
table below shows the codes related to shark fins (China Trade Data Service, 2012). 

HS Codes used in Chinese custom related to sharks  

- 03 Fish and crustaceans, molluscs and other aquatic invertebrates 
 

o 0302 Fish, fresh or chilled, excluding fish fillets and other fish meat  
 030281 Other fish, excluding livers and roes: 

 03028100 Dogfish and other sharks 
o 0302810010 Whale shark (Rhincodon), man-eating 

shark (Cachardon), basking shark (Cetorhinus), 
(Excluding livers and roes), fresh or chilled  

o 0302810090 Other 

 03028200 Rays and Skates  

 03028300 Toothfish  
 

o 0303 Fish, frozen, excluding fish filet and other fish meat 

                                                           
27

 The direct translation from Chinese is “fish wing soup” (Whitcraft, Hofford, Hilton, O'Malley, Jaiteh, & 
Knights, 2014) 



 

 030381 Other fish 

 03038100 Dogfish and other sharks 
o 0303810010 Whale shark (Rhincodon), man-eating 

shark (Carcharodon), basking shark (Cetorhinus) 
o 0303810090 Other 
o 0303820000 Rays and Skates 

 
o 0305 Fish, dried, salted or in brine, smoked fish whether or not cooked before 

or during the smoking process; flours, meals and pellets of fish fit for human 
consumption  

 03057100 Shark fins 

 0305710010 Whale shark (Rhincodon), man-eating 
shark(Cachardon), basking shark (Cetorhinus) 

 0305710090 Other  
 

o 1604 Prepared or preserved fish  
 1604.2011 Shark fin in airtight container 
 1604.201110 Shark fin of Whale shark (Rhincodon), man-eating shark 

(Cachardon), basking shark (Cetorhinus) 
 1604.201190 Other 

o 1604.201910 Fish in imminent danger  

2.4.3 Hong Kong, SAR 
As well as being one of the largest consumer markets for shark fins, Hong Kong SAR has 
historically been the most important trader of shark fins in the world, accounting for the 
majority of recorded import volume and value since data first became available, and also 
establishing itself as the world’s largest exporter from the late 80s onwards (Dent & Clarke, 
2015). It posts only minimal domestic production volumes. Hong Kong SAR is also notable for 
being the only customs territory that has consistently distinguished between four different types 
of shark fin in its trade database, maintaining separate commodity codes for frozen, dried, 
processed and unprocessed shark fins (Dent & Clarke, 2015). 

From 2000 to 2011, China, Hong Kong SAR maintained its position as by far the world’s largest 
trader of shark fins, controlling the majority of global trade. In this period, China, Hong Kong SAR 
imported shark fins worth an average of USD378 million (10,480 tons) per year, representing 
about 80 percent of the global total in value terms (62 percent of total volume). The dominant 
position of China, Hong Kong SAR in the international market is based on its role as a mass 
importer and re-exporter, acting as a supplier to a number of other, mainly Asian countries (such 
as China) in addition to its own domestic market. Its contribution to shark fin production is 
minimal. From 2000 to 2011, China, Hong Kong SAR reported average chondrichthyan captures 
of 333 tons, an insignificant quantity in practical terms when compared with the world’s top 
three producers in 2011: Indonesia (106,034 tons), India (73,842 tons) and Spain (61,293 tons). 
Indeed, of the total 70,697 tons of shark fins exported by China, Hong Kong SAR from 2000 to 
2009, only 3 tons were domestically produced exports (Hong Kong Census and statistics 
department, 2011; Dent & Clarke, 2015). 
 



 

2.4.4 Singapore 
Apart from Hong Kong, SAR, Singapore seems to be the second largest trade hub for shark fins 
worldwide. While Singapore’s share of the international trade in shark meat is negligible, its 
trade in shark fins dominates reported ASEAN imports (60-80%) and exports (45-65%) and 
covers a significant portion of global trade volumes in shark fins (7-17%). Furthermore, national 
trade statistics indicate that Singapore also acts as entrepôt for the trade in shark fins. While 
Singapore’s reported capture of shark fins is less than 100t per annum, Singapore’s reported 
exports of about 700t shark fin indicate production of processed fins from imported raw product 

(SEAFDEC, 2006).  

Singapore functions as an international and regional trade hub, supplying China’s market as well 
as countries in Southeast Asia with shark meat and fins. Singapore is supplied with the raw 
material for production by a large number of countries. The processed high quality shark fins are 
then shipped to China, while the Southeast Asian market is mainly supplied with lower grade fins 
due to market conditions. Prices are relatively consistent between ASEAN (including Singapore) 
markets with dried loose fin needles in ‘nests’ commanding USD150-250/kg, small (<10cm) 
whole fins at USD200-400/kg (dried) or USD40-100/kg (wet), and small loose fin needles (wet) at 
USD3-40/kg (as subject to mixing with artificial fins). However, reliable information regarding the 
species used in the shark fin trade is difficult to come by. Hence, any attempt to better regulate 
the use of CITES-listed sharks would require creating or expanding an existing catch 
documentation scheme to include species-specific information, at least for the CITES-listed 
sharks in Singapore (SEAFDEC, 2006; Dent & Clarke, 2015). 

2.4.5 Recent changes in market trends 
Recently market trends have slightly changed, in particular for meat. Large shark producers such 
as Spain and Taiwan, Province of China, in addition to their roles as suppliers to the shark fin 
markets, also export large volumes of shark meat to their respective major market partners, i.e. 
Italy and Brazil. Uruguay has also emerged as an important importer of unprocessed shark meat 
from major shark fishing nations (such as Taiwan, Province of China and Spain) and re-exporter 
of processed shark meat supplying the rapidly expanding Brazilian market. Together, Uruguayan 
imports of raw material and Brazilian imports of processed shark meat from Uruguay account for 
the major proportion of the increase in shark meat volumes traded (Dent & Clarke, 2015). 

United Arab Emirates is becoming increasingly important as a supplier of raw material to Hong 
Kong SAR, consisting almost entirely of unprocessed dried fins, although a comparison of export 
volumes with reported capture volumes strongly suggests that underreporting of captures 
and/or imports from other regional producers is occurring. According to Clark and Dent, and 
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According to the 1-year data collection of shark, market process varies from one country to 

another country, in Malaysia, sharks products generally will be sold directly to traders. 

Meanwhile, in Vietnam sharks products will be landed or sold to a middleman before being sold 

to next buyers and in Indonesia sharks products will undergo an auction process before reaching 

the traders. Meanwhile in other countries, the shark market can be combined among the 

mentioned market patterns.  

 

In general pattern of shark trade, as reported during the study, can be synthesized as represented 

in Figure 4. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. General pattern of shark trade in Southeast Asia 
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Figure 2-7: General pattern of shark trade in Southeast Asia (SEAFDEC, 2006) 


