
Fishery Cooperation the South China Sea: Prospects 

and Challenges 

Zhang Hongzhou, Research Fellow, China Programme, RSIS

Nanyang Technological University, Singapore ,



Agenda 

Why Fishery Cooperation is critical 

Objectives of fishery cooperation 

 Existing suggestions on promoting fishery cooperation in South China Sea   

Marine Protection Areas 

 Joint fishery development 

Multilateral fishery agreements

 Regional Fishery Management Mechanism 

 Aquaculture 

 Recommendations 



Why Fishery Cooperation is Critical

On the one hand, fishery related issue has emerged as a 

major destabilizer 

IUU Fishing as top maritime threat to regional countries 

Growing Number of  Fishing Incidents In South China Sea, fishing has 

been heavily politicized and politicized 

In recent years, some of  these fishing incidents have become 

triggers for diplomatic and security tensions between 





Why Fishery Cooperation is Critical

On the other hand, under the “shelving dispute and joint 

development” principle, management of  fishery resources could 

be the starting point for cooperation in SCS and create “spillover 

effects” into other areas of  cooperation. 

 Previous attempts has been focused on joint development of the 

hydrocarbon resources, which has proven to be very difficult due to a 

variety of reasons

Cooperating to manage and conserve fisheries re- sources is especially 
significant because fish are migratory, and even some of them are highly 
migratory.

 Fishery cooperation at the bilateral level and regional level 



Objectives of  Fishery Cooperation

Ensuring Sustainable fishery and protecting marine environment 

Meeting the food security and economic development

Preventing fishing tensions and frictions



Objectives of  Fishery Cooperation

Sustainable fishery: manage the excess capacity, protect
coral reef
 Overfishing: excess capacity, too many fishing boats and too many fishermen 

 The fleet in Asia was the largest, consisting of 3.5 million vessels and accounting for 75 percent of 
the global fleet Asia has 80 percent of the reported motorized fleet 

 Depletion of fish stocks in China‟s coastal and inshore waters, over fishing, bilateral fishery 
agreements, and pollution and land reclamation 

 Excess capacity in the South China Sea, Over capacity nearly 50%, for China to remain at the 
sustainable level, 50% of the current fishing fleet needs to be downsized (Qiu Yongsong 2016)

 Excess capacity in Vietnam, Thailand and other countries marine fishery sector, particularly in the 
coast waters 

 Excess capacity from onshore sector 

 Fish processing sector, and aquaculture sector

 Ship building sector 





Objectives of  Fishery Cooperation

Sustainable fishery-manage the excess capacity, protect

coral reef

 When a reef is destroyed, the ecosystem unravels. Reef fish lose their habitat, and pelagic fish 

such as tuna lose an important source of food. Furthermore, reefs in the South China Sea are 

connected. Fish larvae from one reef ride the current across the sea to repopulate another 

reef. If a reef disappears, so does that source of larvae, extinction of fish species could be 

permanent.

Giant Clam sector 

 Sea turtles and Red Coral sectors







hawksbill 

sea turtle 

handcrafts 











Objectives of  Fishery Cooperation

Countries
Per Caipta 
Supply

Fish Proteins
Animal 
Proteins

Total Proteins
Fish/Animal 
Protein %

Fish/Total 
Proteins%

Cambodia 41.4 13.1 19.1 77.1 68.6 17

China 37.9 9 40 98.7 22.4 9.1

Taiwan, ROC 33.5 8.4 43 89.2 20 9.6

Indonesia 31.8 10.3 18.7 63 55.2 16.4

Malaysia 54 16.1 42.8 75.8 37.7 21.3

Philippines 30.2 8.8 24.5 59.6 36 14.8

Laos 19.8 5.9 14.6 68.9 40.5 8.6

Thailand 26.1 8.5 25 61 34 13.9

Vietnam 34.8 9.2 31.8 82 29 11.2

Myanmar 60.7 16.9 36.3 85.2 46.5 19.8

Brunei 47 12.3 59 90.6 20.5 13.3

Singapore 46.9 12.6 58.3 89.4 21.6 14.1

Fish and seafood are a major dietary for the coastal 
populations of South China Sea countries. 



Rapidly rising demand for fishery products in China
 China‟s per capita consumption of fishery products (Source: Han Jun, 2014):

 1980: 2 kg／per year

 2010: 21.1kg/ per year, annual growth rate 8.2% per year 

 2020: 29kg/ per year 

 2035: 41/kg per year

 “Blue Granary” strategy, marine based food security strategy since 2007 

 Boost fishery consumption as alterative to China‟s overreliance on pork consumption 

Objectives of  Fishery Cooperation



Chinese Dietary Guidelines 2016：
it strongly advises the selection of fish, 

poultry and eggs as a source of protein 

over red meats. Smoked and cured 

meats are to be avoided.

“优先选择鱼和禽。
吃鸡蛋不弃蛋黄。
少吃肥肉、烟熏和腌制肉食品。”



Objectives of  Fishery Cooperation

Fishery sector as importation contributor to employment 

and economic growth 
 In 2014, 84 percent of the global population engaged in the fisheries and aquaculture sector was 

in Asia, (FA0 2016)

 China has over14 million fishermen, about 25 percent of the world total

 Indonesia, has about 6 million, 11% of world total,

 Vietnam, 4.5 million 

 Philippine over 1.6 million

 Taiwan, 330, 000 fishermen

 Fishing sector employs 5.4 million people in the South China Sea directly, in addition to million of 

people in directly rely on fishing in the South China Sea for a living. 



Fishery exports as one of the key sources of foreign 
reserve earning for regional countries

 In the last four years, the value of Indonesian fisheries product exports has been 
steadily increasing. It was $1.07 billion in 2011, $1.15 billion in 2012, $1.33 billion in 
2013 and $1.84 billion in 2014, and Indonesia aims to boost its fishery exports to 
USD 5 billion 

Top Exporters of Fishery Products in the world, 2014, FAO

Ranking country USD million

1 China 20,980

3 Viet Nam 8,029

4 Thailand 6,565

Objectives of  Fishery Cooperation



Objectives of  Fishery Cooperation

Fishery sector as importation contributor to employment and 

economic growth 
 Economic pillars for many coastal cities-

 Foreign reserve earning: China‟s fishery exports in 2014 valued USD 20 billion 

 Employment: 14 million fishing working force, over 20 million fishing population, over 30 million depend on fishing sector 
to make a living

 Largest fishery processing country in the world 

 Excess capability, with nearly 10,000 fish processing companies, yet 70% Utilization rate, 

 Ship building industry

 A stronger marine fishery sector is considered key to absorb the country‟s excess capacity in the ship building sector  

 Ministry of Agriculture submitted a report entitled "Advice on Enhancing Marine Fishery as a Strategic Industry" to the State Council 

and this report was compiled 27 Academician from China‟s Academy of Engineering who see building new fishing vessels a solution 

to China‟s excess capacity in Shipbuilding sector 



Objectives of  Fishery Cooperation

Prevention of tensions and frictions-depoliticise and 

desecuritize fishery 

 Fishery issues in the South China Sea has been heavily politicized and securitized, 

which is partially owning to the maritime militia policy from the claimant states  and 

partially, created by journalists, security analysts, and scholars

 Given the risk of power abuse, desecuritization should be the favored approach to 

achieve security: a reframing of issues away from the security domain, into that of 

normal politics by undermining the „felicity‟ of the security logic with the intended 

audience. 

 The issue over use of force, arrest and trail of foreign fishermen under domestic laws



Existing Proposals to Advance fishery 

cooperation in the South China Sea

Joint fishery 
development 

Marine 
Protection 

Areas 

Regional Fishery 
Management 
Organization 

Multilateral 
fishery 

agreements
Aquaculture 



Existing Proposals to Advance fishery 

cooperation in the South China Sea

Joint fishery development 
 A key consideration in the negotiation and establishment of joint fishery 

development agreement is the definition of the precise geographical area 

within with  joint fishery development is to proceed

 Joint zones are arranged in addition to a maritime boundary line, as in the case of Sino-
Vietnam Beibu Gulf Fishery Agreement 

 In absence of a boundary line, many such joint areas are determined by the limits of the 
competing maritime claims and thus disputed waters , China-Japan, China South Korea 
Fishery agreements . 

 Different parties have different claims in the South China Sea, which was further 
complicated by the Arbitration 



Existing Proposals to Advance fishery 

cooperation in the South China Sea

Marine Protection Areas 
 Which areas? The entire South China Sea, the Spratly islands or 

 Not addressing the over capacity challenges 

 Undermine fishery supply, economic development, and hurt fishermen‟s interest 





Existing Proposals to Advance fishery 

cooperation in the South China Sea

Regional Fishery Management Organization 
 Political willingness 

 Ineffective in addressing the over capacity challenges 

 The issue of Taiwan 

 Main land will not accept Taiwan to participate as a full member 

 It is unlikely that Taiwan will accept to participate in the RMFO as an fishing entity only /in the 

name of Chinese Taipei, given the current cross strait times



Existing Proposals to Advance fishery 

cooperation in the South China Sea

 Aquaculture-Aquaculture as a solution or 
problem for overfishing? 

 Aquaculture has a direct linkage to marine capture 
fisheries 

 Demand for fresh fish and fishmeal as feeds 

 Capture fishery fish direct feeding to aquaculture 

 Aquaculture production demands almost all of the 
region‟s fishmeal (>80%)

 – This demand drives overfishing 



Fishmeal or trash fish for feed in SCS (Simon 

Funge-Smith, FA0)

• 1.7m tonnes

• Consistently over 20 % of total catch 

• Mainly from trawl fisheries 

• 40 to 60 % of catch 

• For fish meal or for direct feeding –

Aquaculture & livestock feeds

• 30-50% of China’s marine catch is not for 

human consumption, 

• Marine catch from China’s coastal and 

inshore waters are mostly used for feed in 

the aquaculture sector 

• China imports over 1 million tonnes of 

fishmeal for its aquaculture and livestock 

sectors 



Recommendations

 No single solution can meet all the three key objectives, instead, 

need a mix of policy to promote fishery cooperation in the South 

China Sea

 Think out of the “South China Sea Box”,  to manage the fishery disputes and promote fishery 

cooperation 

 Onshore measures as as important as actions taken in the South China Sea

 the „low-hanging fruit‟



Recommendations

Move out of the ”South China Sea” box o manage the fishery 

disputes and promote joint fishery development 

 Aquaculture- alterative feed is needed and great potentials for marine aquaculture in Indonesia 

and Philippines

 Fish Processing Sector: Under China‟s BRI, China to relocate its excess fish processing sector to the 

Southeast Asian countries  

 Fish labor cooperation---the Taiwan experience? 

 Begin with as a commercial undertaking, with knowledge and management knowhow from Taiwan, 
modern fishing vessels  and capita from China, fishing labor from Vietnam, Philippine, Indonesia and others 



Recommendations

On shore measures as as important as actions taken in 

the Sea 
 Demand side management, particularly in the case red coral, giant clams and sea turtle 

products 

 Demand management will be more effective in deterring poaching of Giant clam and red coral etc

 As for fish, are we consuming too much?  

 Fishery labor:

 Domestic capacity management

 Entry of barrier to fishery

 The excess and damaging fishing subsidy programmes

 Between 2011 and 2015, the central government‟s financial support reached RMB146 billion, which is 2.7 
times of the amount from 2006-2010.

 Vietnam‟s Decree 67 in 2014 to support building of new fishing vessels to encourage fishermen to go 
offshore 



Recommendations

Targeting the ‘low hanging fruit’
 Scientific research, and fishery survey and technological cooperation 

 Targeting the “poaching of red coral, giant clams and sea turtles”

 Need to get Taiwan on board 

 Multilateral agreement on fishery law enforcement,

 The flag of state principle in disputed waters, 

 No use of force against other parties‟ fishermen and fishing vessels 

 Promote Fishery trade, 

 South China Sea fishery trade Corridor 

 China needs to reposition itself from being the biggest fishery exporter to a major fishery importer, relying 

on foreign fishery resources to feed its population.  



The End-Thank you very much 





 so rational use of the South China Sea and the preservation of its marine 

environment should be important to all parties. Thus, cooperation among 

littoral states in the region is essential. In order to avoid overfishing or 

depletion of resources, conservation measures have to be taken. Such 

measures are not possible without regional cooperation and close co-

ordination among the parties concerned, especially in a semi-enclosed 

sea. 



B. Regional Fisheries Management 

Organization as a Mechanism 

 In the absence of an effective centralized authority in dealing with the 

matters of fishing issues, then probably the regional fisheries organi- zation is 

an alternative to secure sustainable conservation and management of 

transboundary marine resources. Such regional fisheries cooperation 

involves efforts by states to overcome collective action problems related to 

the use of shared and common fisheries. This cooperation aris- es when two 

or more concerned states identify a shared problem or goal which requires 

a common and co-operative solution. Such cooperation is often formalized 

through bilateral or multilateral agreements establishing principles, rules, 

procedures and institutional organizations for the im- plementation of 

cooperation between the parties. In many cases these agreements are 

institutionalized by the formation of Regional Fishery Management 

Organizations (hereinafter cited as RFMOs). 



Top Marine catch producers in the world 



China’s Total Fishery Production, 1978-2015 (million tonnes)
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Source: (Bureau of Fisheries of Ministry of Agriculture, P.R China, 2015; Bureau 

of Fisheries of Ministry of Agriculture, P.R China, 2016)


