GOAL 12: REDUCE IMPACTS FROM INTERNATIONAL TRADE IN CORAL REEF RESOURCES

Goal: Reduce the adverse impacts of collection and trade in coral reef animals, encourage more responsible trade, and encourage the conservation and management of coral reef ecosystems both domestically and internationally

Objectives:

1. Assess the nature and extent of trade in coral reef species, and both positive and negative impacts associated with the trade

2. Evaluate and implement approaches to mitigate negative impacts associated with the trade.

Rationale and Plan of Action

Coral reefs are facing increasing pressure from commercial collection to supply the world’s growing demand for food, the aquarium trade, live reef fish markets, construction materials, curios, jewelry, pharmaceuticals, and traditional medicines. In many cases, local and regional intensity of collection is occurring at unsustainable levels, leading to a reduction in the abundance and biomass of targeted species, shift in species composition, and large-scale ecosystem shifts including population explosions of non-targeted species or the replacement of thriving, coral-dominated systems with low-productivity algal reefs.

In addition to overfishing and overexploitation, the use of destructive fishing techniques, such as cyanide use and coral colony breakage, are widespread.  Although illegal, cyanide is commonly used in Southeast Asia and other parts of the Indo-Pacific to capture live reef fish for the aquarium trade and live fish markets.   Cyanide kills many target and non-target species, harms target species, causes habitat damage, and poses human health risks to the collectors.  Cyanide use and inadequate handling and transport of specimens leads to high levels of mortality in the target animals, posing significant challenges to achieving sustainability.  In addition, unsafe diving practices associated with the collection of corals, sea cucumbers, and other species that have been depleted from shallow water are leading to a high incidence of illness, paralysis, and death of collectors in some regions.  Unsustainable and destructive fishing practices are altering the ecosystem functions of reefs and greatly diminishing long-term benefits to local communities, who depend upon reef resources for food, livelihoods, coastal protection and cultural activities.

The U.S. continues to be the world’s largest consumer on coral reef animals and products for the marine ornamental trade.  An estimated 1.5-2 million people worldwide keep marine aquaria, including 600,000 households in the United States, with an overall value of US $200-300 million per year.  Over the last 10 years, the global trade in coral has increased by 500%.  During this period, the U.S. imported 60-80% of the live coral, over 50% of the curio coral, and 95% of the live rock (i.e., calcareous skeleton of reefs).  The United States also imports nearly 50% of the marine aquarium fishes, which include over 1,200 species from 45 countries. 

As one of the primary consumers of coral reef animals and products, the United States has a critical responsibility to address degradation of coral reef ecosystems that may arise from destructive collection practices and unsustainable trade. The U.S. prohibits the use of most destructive collection practices, and collection of stony corals and live rock are prohibited in most federal, state and territorial waters.  While the U.S. is promoting sustainable management and conservation efforts for domestic coral reef fisheries, many coral reef species and products continue to be imported into the U.S. that were collected using destructive practices and removed from reefs unsustainably.  Export fisheries for coral reef species need to be managed in such a way that they are biologically sustainable, trade is equitable, resource conflicts between users are minimized, and post-harvesting mortalities are minimal.  

To respond to these threats to coral reefs from international trade, the U.S. Coral Reef Task Force developed a comprehensive trade strategy which is detailed in the report, International Trade in Coral and Coal Reef Species: The Role of the United States (http://coralreef.gov).  Members of the International Working Group have been implementing various components of this trade strategy in cooperation with numerous partners: other governments, international organizations, non-governmental organizations and the private sector.  
Summary of Implementation

Objective 1:  Assess the nature and extent of trade in coral reef species, and both positive and negative impacts associated with the trade.

To assess the nature and extent of trade in coral reef species, the United States has continued to focus on CITES listed stony corals, with some intense efforts directed towards other species such as queen conch.  Data available from 2001 from CITES on the global trade and import data from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) indicate that the volume of international trade in stony corals has continued to grow; during this year, over 1 million live corals and 1.87 million kg of live rock were traded, of which 67% of the live coral and 89% of live rock was imported into the U.S.  The United States began assessing the trade in ornamental coral reef fishes, but was limited due to the large volume of imports.  

In 2002, the United States supported an analysis of one month’s data (October, 2000) from Customs Declaration packets filed by importers of live animals and plants to the USFWS, represented by 1,185 shipments containing 1038 marine fish species from 95 families.  In the spring of 2003, the USFWS introduced a new, voluntary Internet-based system (eDecs) for declaring wildlife imports and exports, including coral reef species.  This new system helped speed shipment declaration and clearance, facilitated communication between the import/export community and USFWS enforcement staff, promoted compliance with CITES and U.S. wildlife laws, and expedited data analysis.

Objective 2:  Evaluate and implement approaches to mitigate negative impacts associated with the trade.

a. Exercised global leadership and raised awareness in international and regional fora 

Convention on International Trade of Endangered Species of Fauna and Flora  

One of the most effective ways to ensure that coral reef species are traded under sustainable management plans is through a CITES listing. Stony corals, black coral, queen conch and giant clams are currently listed on Appendix II of CITES, meaning that these can only be traded if they are legally acquired and exporting countries make a non-detriment finding to ensure that trade does not threaten the survival of the species in the wild or their role in the ecosystem.  The United States has been promoting sustainable international trade through CITES by working to improve compliance with existing listings, carrying out decisions and policies approved by CITES countries that reflect appropriate interpretations of the treaty, and evaluating the need for additional species listings. 

The United States submitted two listing proposals to the 12th Conference of the Parties in November 2002.  All species of seahorses in the genus Hippocampus were successfully added to Appendix II, with implementation delayed until May15, 2004 to allow time to work with partners in state and foreign governments to ensure the continuation of a legal, sustainable trade.  An Appendix II listing for humphead wrasse had strong support from a number of countries, but was narrowly defeated. The United States also submitted a discussion document highlighting overexploitation of sea cucumbers in international trade, and had recommendations adopted for a technical workshop to evaluate the status of sea cucumbers and consider appropriate conservation measures, including regional management, domestic fisheries controls and possible future CITES listings. The United States worked with the CITES Animals Committee to improve reporting requirements for corals, with definitions adopted to distinguish live coral, dead coral and coral rock (reef substrate and live rock) in trade, and identify those corals that must be reported to the species level and those that can be identified to genus.

As part of the CITES process to review and enforce sustainable trade measures, the United States funded a Caribbean-wide workshop on the trade in queen conch (Strombus gigas).  This workshop produced a suite of recommendations for countries to study stock status in commercial conch fisheries, promote regional management planning, develop standardized trade terminology, and cooperate in law enforcement activities.  These recommendations formed the basis for specific future action on queen conch in the CITES arena.   The United States also imposed trade restrictions on the import of queen conch from Honduras, the Dominican Republic, and Haiti in support of an international CITES effort to help stem continued and significant declines in this species, and a lack of information that trade from these countries was sustainable and not detrimental to wild populations. These queen conch restrictions add to those already in place in Antigua and Barbuda, Barbados, Dominica, and Trinidad and Tobago.  Before trade can resume, each of these seven countries must implement a number of long-term conservation measures, including implementation of scientifically sound species management programs.

Free Trade Agreements
In association with the US-Singapore Free Trade Agreement, the two countries signed a Memorandum of Intent (MOI) on Cooperation in Environmental Matters (June 13, 2003).   The MOI calls for strengthening relationships such as through compliance, enforcement, and performance cooperation, as well as promoting improved environmental protection of endangered species conservation.  The Administration believes that increasing cooperation through the MOI will help improve enforcement of CITES commitments. Singapore, which is accused of being one of the largest transshipment centers for coral reef related species, could benefit from well-regulated trade in these products.

Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation Forum

In conjunction with successful US efforts to encourage APEC economies to adopt a Strategy on Destructive Fishing Practices in Coral Reef Environments, the US also supported related implementation projects.  For example, through the creation of a regional research network, the U.S., Chinese Taipei, Hong Kong and Australia developed the capacity to establish a sustainable grouper aquaculture industry, which will benefit all APEC economies.  This aquaculture industry provides an alternative source of income/employment to people currently engaging in dangerous and illegal fishing practices, as well as protects the reefs and reef fish from destructive fishing.  

b. Increase human and institutional capacity in developing countries to address adverse impacts of international trade and promote sustainable management

USAID is providing assistance to many coral reef countries to address the adverse impacts from international trade, such as overfishing, destructive fishing, and collection of rare and endangered animals.   These programs are strengthening human and institutional capacity-building efforts to develop and implement sustainable management plans, enforce relevant laws and regulations, develop environmentally sound collection practices and alternatives, and implement other measures that protect and conserve coral reef ecosystems.

Marine protected areas have been shown to be critical components for addressing overfishing, destructive fishing, protection of spawning aggregations sites, sustainable use and conservation of reef resources, and thus for securing livelihoods, fisheries and food resources, and biodiversity conservation.  USAID is supporting marine and coastal protected areas in over 20 countries, including parks of national regional and international importance.  
USAID’s Coastal Resource Management Program in the Philippines is showing impressive successes in improving coastal governance, building capacity, and empowering local communities to stop and reduce destructive fishing practices and overfishing.  The Philippines is a major supplier of ornamental fish for US marine aquaria and for live food fish for Asian markets; cyanide use is rampant.  A key fisheries management tool adopted by these communities is a no-take fishery reserve, where all collection is prohibited and fish populations can recover and replenish surrounding fishing areas.  Over the life of the project (7 years), 110 communities improved their ability to monitor and protect over 4,000 hectares of marine sanctuaries, increasing coral cover and giving severely depleted fish stocks the opportunity to recover. The project reported that coral cover within the marine sanctuaries increased by 46%.

Similar successes are occurring in Indonesia.  Through technical assistance to the Ministry of Forestry and Agriculture, local governments, communities, non-governmental organizations and universities, USAID programs promote decentralized management, empowerment of local communities and capacity development of local NGOs.  For example, in 2002 in North Sulawesi, the number of villages participating in USAID-sponsored community-based coastal zone management plans rose sharply from 5 to 30.  The local government passed a law authorizing villages and sub-districts to create and enforce local management plans, in addition to providing funds to communities to implement their plans. Fish abundance, fish diversity and coral reefs continue to improve in these areas implementing the management plans.  More than 60 percent of monitored sites experienced a 10 to 20 percent increase in hard coral from 1997 to 2002.  

In Bunaken National Marine Park in Indonesia, assistance from USAID has supported the development and implementation of a sustainable finance plan for the park.  The management board now raises and retains sufficient funds through visitor fees to fully fund the operational costs of patrolling and managing the park.  As a result of the patrols, blast and cyanide fishing have ceased, down from an estimated 4 to 8 incidents per day before the patrols began operating.  Coral reefs inside the marine park have grown by an average of 10 percent in 2002.  The national government is using Bunaken as its model for drafting the national policy guidance authorizing local co-management of all national parks. 

c.  tc \l3 “Alternatives to the Collection of Wild AnimalsWork with stakeholders to encourage sustainable, environmentally sound captive-breeding or artificial culture programs in host countries that ensure benefits to local communities and to reduce the introduction of exotic and invasive species.  

In Komodo National Park in Indonesia, USAID is supporting efforts to develop environmentally friendly mariculture of groupers and wrasses for the live reef fish food trade.  The program has developed completely-closed mariculture techniques using local species of fish.  Once the young fish reach sufficient size in the marculture facility, they are distributed to local fishers to raise in fish pens.   In 2004, the program expects to produce up to 125 tons of fish for the market.
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Future Needs and Plans

Despite strong U.S. efforts, the adverse impacts from international trade continue to increase, along with an increasing consumer demand by the US for coral reef animals.   There is an urgent need for the U.S. to strengthen its role as an international leader in the development of sound coral reef policy and in the provision of management and technical assistance to exporting  countries.  

Now is an opportune time for the U.S. to form strong alliances to promote environmentally-sound trade policy in the international arena.   Efforts are needed to strengthen CITES protection afforded to coral reef animals and to prevent further weakening of coral reef species and products now listed; further weakening would only increase the danger to coral reefs from unregulated trade.  In addition, the U.S. should provide strong support to implementation of CITES requirements, including technical assistance to exporting countries in: monitoring harvest and establishing sustainable levels; developing management measures that will help ensure sustainable harvest through an adaptive management process;  and practical means for addressing bycatch of species, such as seahorses.
The draft report of the U.S. Commission on Ocean Policy recommends that “NOAA should develop national standards – and promote international standards – to ensure that coral reef resources that are collected, imported, or marketed are harvested in a sustainable manner.”  National and international standards for the trade of coral reef resources could be attained by following the recommendations of the U.S. Coral Reef Task Force for creative trade measures, as described in the report International Trade in Coral and Coral Reef Species: The Role of the United States (http://coralreef.gov).  Recommendations called for the development and implementation of additional trade measures to ensure that consumer demand for marine aquarium organisms does not threaten the health and sustainability of coral reef species and ecosystems.  These trade measures would encourage the use of non-destructive fishing practices, the sustainable management of coral and other CITES-listed species, and establish a federal advisory committee on coral reef trade.  

There is also a strong need to assist source countries, primarily developing countries, in developing environmentally-friendly mariculture approaches.   Presently, 98 percent of reef fish for the marine aquarium trade come from the wild and only 2 percent come from mariculture; this is the reverse situation relative to freshwater aquarium fish, where 98 percent come from  mariculture.   Establishing appropriate and ecologically-sound mariculture in developing countries could help relieve the pressure on reefs, while providing more environmentally friendly and stable livelihoods for local communities. 

