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Trade patterns of beche-de-mer at the global hub for trade and
consumption – an update for Hong Kong
To A.W.L.1, Shea S.K.H.2 and Chantal Conand3
Hong Kong is considered to be the main hub for the trade and consumption of beche-de-mer (To and Shea
2012). Locally observed patterns in supply countries/territories, volumes and re-export trades reflect the
global trade pattern of this seafood commodity, which is highly valued among Asian communities (Eriksson and Clarke 2015; Fabinyi 2012; Conand 2017). It is the intention of this review to focus on beche-de-mer
recorded under two specific commodity codes, ‘dried, salted or in brine’ (code: 03081990) (hereafter, ‘dried’)
and ‘frozen’ (code: 03081910), as explained in a later section.
The local whole sale markets are illustrated Figures 1 and 2. The retail markets offer diverse packaging of
dried or frozen product (Figures 3, 4 and 5).

Trade patterns from 1996–2011
An earlier review of the trade patterns of dried
beche-de-mer in Hong Kong, based on 16 years of
statistics from 1996 to 2011, revealed that five supply countries – including Indonesia, the Philippines,
Papua New Guinea, Fiji and Japan – accounted for
more than 50% of all dried beche-de-mer imported
into Hong Kong, and that since 2004 Vietnam has
taken over the role of mainland China to become
the largest re-export destination of dried beche-demer from Hong Kong (To and Shea 2012).
The review did not look at the trade patterns of frozen beche-de-mer, as trade statistics for the product
were merged with that of other frozen molluscs and
aquatic invertebrates in the records at the time, nor
did the review provide figures on transportation
modes for the import and re-export of beche-demer into and from Hong Kong (To and Shea 2012).

Change in commodity codes in 2012
Notably, in 2012 the statistics for beche-de-mer trade
in Hong Kong, which are extracted from the database of the Census and Statistics Department of the
Government of Hong Kong SAR, have undergone
major modifications. These include modifications
to the commodity code for dried beche-de-mer,
and the addition of a specific commodity code for
frozen beche-de-mer (Conand et al. 2014). Specific
commodity codes for sea cucumbers include three
other codes: ‘live, for cultivation’, ‘live, not for
cultivation’ and in ‘prepared or preserved’ forms
(Conand et al. 2014).
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Trade partners – dried and frozen
beche-de-mer from 2012–2016
From 2012 to 2016, 119 and 48 countries/territories
reportedly supplied dried and frozen beche-de-mer
to Hong Kong respectively. Compared with To and
Shea’s (2012) study, the top five dried beche-de-mer
origins have remained largely the same. The only
exception is Papua New Guinea, which now falls
outside the top ten (Table 1). This decline in imports
from Papua New Guinea may be the result of the
country’s national closure of sea cucumber fisheries since 2009 (Carleton et al. 2013). Furthermore,
while the above-listed top five origins used to make
up about 51.5% of the total trade volume (To and
Shea 2012), their contribution has dropped to about
40.7% in the 2012–2016 period.
Since the emergence of the commodity code for frozen beche-de-mer in 2012 and up until 2016, the top
five origins have contributed 72.7% of total recorded
frozen beche-de-mer imports to Hong Kong.
Notably, only one country, Japan, is reportedly in
the top five lists for both dried and frozen bechede-mer. The USA and Mexico, which are both in
the top five for frozen beche-de-mer imports into
Hong Kong, are also the 6th and 7th largest supply
countries of dried beche-de-mer to Hong Kong,
contributing to about 4.9% and 4.6% of total
recorded import quantity, respectively. Other than
these three countries, overlapping between dried
and frozen beche-de-mer supply countries/territories appears limited.
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Figures:
1. In wholesale markets, sea cucumbers are typically displayed
openly and in bulk (Photo: Stan Shea/BLOOM).

2. Large quantities of sea cucumber may be found drying in the
sun on the streets (Photo: Kathleen Ho/BLOOM).

3. Frozen sea cucumbers from South America sold in local
supermarkets (Photo: Kathleen Ho/BLOOM)

4. Spiky sea cucumbers from Japan, one of the most expensive

dried beche-de-mer in the retail market in Hong Kong (Photo:
Allen To).
5. Dried sea cucumbers packaged and for sale in retail markets
(Photo: Kathleen Ho/BLOOM).
5

For re-export destinations, Vietnam was found to
dominate in both dried and frozen beche-de-mer
trades in To and Shea’s (2012) study, and this has
remained unchanged in the current study period
from 2012 to 2016. It is worth mentioning that one
reason for such an exceptionally high percentage

of beche-de-mer products destined for Vietnam is
reportedly the accessibility of smuggling routes
at the border of Vietnam and mainland China, in
order to circumvent tax and food safety inspections
(WenWeiPo 2016; The Paper 2014).
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Table 1. Top five import and re-export countries of dried and frozen beche-de-mer into and from Hong Kong
respectively and the percentage contribution within each of these product types, 2012–2016.
Dried
Import

%

Japan

11.5

Indonesia

Frozen
Re-export

%

Import

%

Vietnam

95.7

Canada

17.7

Vietnam

77.8

10.4

Taiwan

1.5

China

17.5

China

12.3

Fiji

7.2

S Korea

0.7

Japan

13.2

Taiwan

7.6

Madagascar

5.6

Singapore

0.4

USA.

13.0

Macau

0.8

Philippines

6.0

Canada

0.3

Mexico

11.2

U.S.A.

0.5

Trade quantities and transportation
modes – dried and frozen beche-demer from 2012–2016
The annual import quantity of dried beche-de-mer
has been declining since 2012, and the trend became
obvious starting from 2013 (Figure 6). Such decline
is also recorded for frozen beche-de-mer, starting
from 2013. Nonetheless it is worth noting that from
2012 to 2016, beche-de-mer imported into Hong
Kong under frozen and dried forms contributed
97.8% of the total weight reported under all five
commodity codes for sea cucumbers/beche-de-mer
listed above. For dried and frozen beche-de-mer,
the reported value in 2016 was about HKD 2.3 billion (≈ USD 294 million).
Interestingly, for dried beche-de-mer, the import
quantity was documented to be larger than the
re-export quantity from 1996 to 2011 (To and Shea
2012); however, starting from 2014, the reverse

Re-export

%

became true. Although stockpiling has been documented for some dried seafood products (Clarke
2002), it is unreasonable to assume stockpiling of
such large amounts in local markets where cost
of storage space rental can be high. This observed
abnormality thereby warrants further in-depth
examination.
Ocean transport was found to be relatively more
important than other transportation modes for the
import of both dried and frozen beche-de-mer into
Hong Kong (Table 2). Although transportation by
air made up only about 40% of the imports, such
level of use on air transport has already exceeded
the level used by other high value dried seafood
products, such as shark-fin related products. The
great majority of shark-fin related products arrive
in Hong Kong via ocean (Shea and To 2017). In the
re-export trade, ocean transport was also found to
be more important than air transport for the reexport of beche-de-mer.

Figure 6. Import and re-export quantity (weight, in tonnes) of dried
and frozen beche-de-mer.
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Table 2. Transportation modes of dried and frozen beche-de-mer imports and re-exports by quantity in Hong Kong
in 2016.

Dried
Transportation mode

Frozen

% import

% re-export

42.1

1.1

38.1

<0.1

0.1

<0.1

0.4

0

Others

<0.1

0.2

0

0.5

Sea

57.8

98.7

61.5

99.5

Air
Land
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