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SPECIAL FEATURE

Potential of ornamental fish trade in Africa 

Present status 

The ornamental fish trade represents an important means 
of subsistence and income for rural people in Africa, 
allowing for the use of natural resources without depleting 
biodiversity. Currently, only a few African traders join 
associations such as the Ornamental Fish Association (OFI), 
and most are independent stakeholders. Therefore, only 
a few exporting countries are represented in the table 
below. 

The major competitors in the global context are: the Czech 
Republic (30 percent of European export and world share 
of 5.5 percent), Thailand (world share of 5.5 percent) 
and Singapore (where around 98 percent of fish species 
from Africa, especially cichlids, are extensively reared and 
reproduced in indoor facilities). In comparison with the 
Czech Republic and Thailand, the ornamental fish export 
value from select African countries is outlined in the Table 
below.

It is very interesting to note the situation of South Africa, 
which seems to have established itself as a major importing 
country, buying from Singapore, Taiwan Province of 
China, and Malaysia, but also increasingly from the Czech 
Republic. Though the import rates of ornamental fish to 
South Africa are comparable to any other “developed” 
country, it is notable that a significant portion of the 
imported fish are originally from Africa, but reared and 

bred in Southeast Asian countries and the Czech Republic 
and then re-imported.  

Other African exporting countries not included in the 
table are: Madagascar, the United Republic of Tanzania, 
Mozambique, Uganda and the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo. Although the world share for each of these 
countries is less than 0.1 percent, it would be beneficial 
to have more comprehensive data on these countries’ 
production and exports in the near future. 

Egypt, as well as other countries on the Red Sea, could be a 
potential source for production of living marine organisms 
for ornamental purposes. Unfortunately, their current world 
share is very minor, and seems to have suffered a significant 
decline since 2003 when exports reached USD  40  700 
(UNData, 2003). Statistical data about Egypt after 2003 are 
very scarce, but it can be presumed that a decline could be 
the result of the adoption of fishing quotas as well as the 
introduction of marine protected areas.

Origin of fish 

African fish for ornamental purposes can be categorized 
according to their area of origin (biotope). Below is an 
outline of the main areas for ornamental fish production 
in Africa, which provides details about the characteristics 
of the water body and the most important families that 
live in these areas.

Ornamental Fish Export Value from African countries

Czech Republic and Thailand (value in USD) 

Exporting Countries 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 Note

Czech Republic 21 168 782 16 946 145 15 113 430 20 971 452 18 670 780 5.6% of world share and 30% of European export

Thailand 21 558 093 18 224 205 18 722 991 22 454 533 19 349 661 5.6% of world share

Burundi 205 995 223 754 184 199 217 436 142 938 0.1% of world share 

Kenya 78 207 107 747 42 840 NA NA Including marine fish and invertebrates

Malawi 286 978 198 144 277 781 277 909 NA
0.1% of world share Exports are dominated by 
ornamental fish to Europe, the USA and Japan. 
(Globefish Research Programme, Vol. 109). 

Nigeria 86 NA 105 299 NA NA Incomplete statistical data

Zambia 249 982 619 632 366 612 431 093 NA
0.1% of world share. Live fish for ornamental 
purposes are exported to Europe and the USA, 
(Globefish Research Programme, Vol. 109). 

Cameroon NA NA NA 403 59 Incomplete statistical data

Source: UNdata, United Nations Statistic Division, Commodity Trade Statistics Database

South Africa 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 Note

Import Value (USD) 1 082 546 1 023 205 1 554 706 2 347 772 2 186 168 Re-imports in 2008 valued at USD 24 684   

Export Value (USD) 110 434 843 2 392 1 554 204 In line with other African countries

Source: UNdata, United Nations Statistic Division, Commodity Trade Statistics Database
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West Africa rainforest  
In the ornamental fish trade context, the term “West 
Africa” does not refer to a specific geographical area, 
but rather conventionally indicates all those African 
countries where ornamental fish are captured that do not 
belong to the Great Lakes Region. Some of the countries 
included in this area are Senegal, Guinea-Bissau, Ghana, 
Nigeria, Cameroon, Gabon, and the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo. Aquatic fauna is very rich and interesting 
for ornamental purposes and includes many families. It is 
highly diverse and new species are still being discovered 
or classified. Some habitats, such as those typical of the 
Cyprinodontiformes, vary considerably under climatic 
stress, with a significant difference between the rainy and 
dry season.

The chemico-physical characteristics of the water in West 
Africa are very different from those of the Great Lakes, 
with remarkable variability according to the different 
habitats and seasons. The water temperature is not as 
stable as that of the Great Lakes, but reaches more than 
20 degrees Celsius.

The most important species for ornamental purposes 
in West Africa include: the Cichlidae Family: 
Hemichromis spp., Nanochromis spp., Pelmatochromis 
spp., Pelvicachromis spp., Steatochranus spp., Tilapia 
spp., etc. The Alestidae family (order Characiformes – 
African Tetras): Phenacogrammus interruptus, Alestes 
spp., Alestopetersius spp., Micralestes spp. etc. The 
order Cyprinodontiformes (African annual Killifish): 
Fundulopanchax/Aphyosemion spp., Epiplatys spp., 
Nothobranchius spp., Chromaphyosemion volcanum etc.

Madagascar  
Apart from Paratilapia polleni and a few other fish species, 
ornamental fish from Madagascar are little studied and 
hardly imported compared with the ornamental fish 
species caught in other regions of Africa. 

The main feature of Malagasy fish is that they are all 
endemic species with considerable genetic variability. 
The most important cichlid species in Madagascar are: 
Paratilapia spp., Ptychochromis spp., Ptychromoides spp., 
Oxylapia spp. and Paretroplus spp. With regard to non-
cichlid fish, the most relevant is Pachipanchax spp. (African 
annual killifish).

Lake Malawi (Nyasa)  
Lake Malawi is situated in the southern part of the Rift 
Valley. The lake is 700 meters deep, with an area of 
29  600  km2, and bound by three countries: the United 
Republic of Tanzania, Mozambique and Malawi. Various 
aquatic habitats can be found in the lake including rocky 
areas, sandy areas, intermediate areas and offshore areas.

The most important species of cichlids for ornamental 
purposes in Lake Malawi include: Aulonocara spp., 
Copadichromis spp., Cynotilapia spp., Dimidiochromis spp., 

Labeotropheus spp., Labidochromis spp., Melanochromis 
spp., Nimbochromis spp.,  Petrotilapia spp., Protomelas 
spp., Pseudotropheus spp., Sciaenochromis spp. Many of 
these species have a particular genetic variability related 
to the different habitats, with a high degree of speciation. 
Many other non-cichlid fauna species can also be found 
including Mastacembelus spp., Clarias spp., Synodontis 
spp., Chiloglanis spp. and Mormyrops spp.

Lake Victoria 
Lake Victoria is one of the Western Rift Valley Lakes. 
With an elevation of 1 134 meters and a surface area of 
68 800 km², it is the largest African lake and the largest 
tropical lake in the world.

The lake is shared by three countries: the United Republic 
of Tanzania, Uganda, and Kenya. The lake is not as deep 
as the other lakes (only 80 meters) and has many rivers 
draining into it, such as the Kagera, Nzoia and Mara. The 
weather is tropical with two distinct seasons, which vary 
depending on the latitude. At the relatively high elevation, 
the air temperature is temperate and ranges from 16 to 
28 degrees Celsius. The water temperature, influenced by 
the lake’s depth and seasons, ranges between 21 and 27 
Celsius degrees. 

The most important species of cichlids for ornamental 
purposes in Lake Victoria include: Haplochromis spp. 
(the largest genus, with many species and sub-species), 
Astatoreochromis spp., Astatotilapia spp., Platytaeniodus 
spp. Among the non-cichlids are: Lates niloticus (the Nile 
perch), Mormyrus spp., Synodontis spp.

As a result of the high proliferation of Nile perch (this 
exotic predator was introduced before 1970), the endemic 
population of Haplochromis spp., has suffered a significant 
decline. Many other fish species (especially those of 
ornamental interest) have disappeared from the lake 
without the opportunity of being classified. Moreover, 
the biology of the lake has undergone considerable 
modifications, both in terms of primary production (with 
remarkable algae blooms and consequent formation of 
anoxic zones), and sympatric species and their habitats. 
Some species have evolved, adapting to new living 
conditions, while the majority have undergone a dramatic 
decline or become extinct.

Lake Tanganyika 
Lake Tanganyika is the world’s second deepest lake with a 
maximum depth of 1 480 meters. Its area covers a surface of 
approximately 32 900 km2 and is bound by four countries: 
the United Republic of Tanzania, Burundi, Zambia and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo. The temperature, between 
40 and 100 meters in depth, is stable at 24 degrees Celsius.

There are approximately 300 endemic cichlid species 
with a high degree of speciation (mainly allopatric and 
sympatric), whereas other families are also present: 
Mastacembelids, Cyprinids and some catfish (Bagridae).
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Among the most important cichlid genera for ornamental 
purposes in Lake Tanganyika are: Altolamprologus spp., 
Callochromis spp., Cyphotilapia spp., Julidochromis spp., 
Neolamprologus spp., Petrochromis spp., Enantiopus 
spp., Gnathochromis spp., Tropheus spp., Xenotilapia spp. 
Among the non-cichlid groups are: Auchenoglanis spp., 
Synodontis spp., Mastacembelus spp.

Marine ornamental fish from the Red Sea 
The Red Sea is characterized by high marine biodiversity, 
with a remarkable number of coral reefs. Almost all coral 
fish families are represented and ornamental fish from 
the Red Sea are incomparably beautiful. Many of these 
are able to be bred for ornamental purposes, others, 
like some butterfly fish, suffer from capture stress or 
are food selective and could not cope with shipping, 
storage and captivity. The most adaptive marine species 
include: Anthias spp., Pseudochromis spp. (Dottybacks), 
Callopleiops altivelis, Platax orbicularis, Amphiprion spp. 
(Clownfish), Chaetodon spp. (Butterflyfish), Pomacanthus 
spp. (Angelfish – Pomacanthidae), Plygoplites diacanthus, 
Zebrasoma spp. and Acanthurus spp. (Surgeonfishes).

Competitive analysis 

Competitive analysis is a tool that allows the acquisition of 
knowledge about global market conditions and supply chain 
dynamics that are relevant to the ornamental fish trade. 

If adequately employed by policy makers and technical 
bodies such as INFOPECHE and INFOSA, competitive 
analysis could allow developing countries to increase 
their competiveness and gain market share both by trade 
volume and value. By acquiring expertise over time, supply 
chain efficiency could improve, reaching higher standards 
of efficiency levels and comparable with international 
competitors. However, it is important to note that the 
sector cannot be seen in isolation, and an improvement in 
the overall trade-related infrastructure is also needed for 
the sector to become fully competitive.

Competitive strategy 

One of the relevant competitive strategies could be one 
that would take advantage of the characteristics of small-
scale fisheries and the potential of the marketing mix 
instruments. This strategy could be coordinated through 
international organizations like SADC and the technical 
support of international bodies such as those belonging 
to the international network GLOBEFISH, INFOPECHE and 
INFOSA. The utilization of marketing mix instruments, 
such as identifying strengths, weaknesses, opportunities 
and threats (SWOT), undertaking a stakeholder analysis 
and developing a Stakeholder Analysis and Sustainable 
Livelihood Approach (SLA) seems fundamental to 
developing such a strategy.

In looking at the various and wide range of definitions 
for small-scale and artisanal fisheries and aquaculture, 

the sector has the potential to incorporate the principles 
of sustainability, particularly in terms of environmental 
and social aspects. In considering the competitive 
advantage of small-scale ornamental fishing and trade, 
four main advantages could be considered, including: 
potentially lower ecological impacts, higher employment 
opportunities, higher versatility in terms of fishing gear 
and lower investments in technology. 

Market analysis & marketing mix 

A market analysis and marketing mix could represent two 
essential strategies and instruments to foster the growth 
of the ornamental fish sector.

In terms of a marketing analysis, policy makers and 
technical bodies the following steps should be undertaken:
t� First step: Market segmentation in groups of well-

defined potential clients, with their specific needs 
and behaviours identified and documented. 

t� Second step: Target market definition by evaluating 
the attractiveness of each segment. 

t�Third step: Market differentiation according to the 
target market, offering rare high quality specimens 
that can contribute to an exclusive offer.

t� Fourth step: Attain a clear market positioning 
through an effective and attractive marketing policy.

In terms of a marketing mix, the following aspects need 
to be considered:
t�Product: Offer specimens of certain taxonomic 

classification and secure geographical origin 
(specifying biotope and capture site), selling wild 
or F1 generation specimens taking advantage of 
capture-based aquaculture. Additionally, offer wild 
fish species with higher resistance to common fish 
diseases, in particular to typical plagues in Asian 
fisheries (e.g. bacterial diseases and Mycobacteria). 
Finally, discover and offer new wild species or 
varieties.

t�Place (target market): Identify high value-added 
global markets with numerous associations of 
collectors and aquarists of commercial species. In 
order of importance: Japan, the United States of 
America, and Europe.

t�Price: Develop a market strategy and high 
positioning by classifying fish uniquely by species, 
which would lead to a higher premium price than 
competitors (who tend to offer a large number of 
undifferentiated specimens). 

t�Promotion and communication: Promote 
environmentally sustainable capture fisheries in 
the ornamental fish market. Small-scale, artisanal 
fisheries and capture-based aquaculture could be 
specifically promoted as environmentally sustainable 
as well as socially sustainable because of its 
contribution to livelihoods and the alleviation of 
poverty and hunger.  
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Conclusion 

Ornamental fish trade represents an activity that 
could potentially improve rural people’s livelihoods if 
adequately supported and developed. Thanks to the 
minimal impact on the environment it could also provide a 
means of income without excessive depletion of rainforest 
ecosystems.

Currently, the organization and marketing skills of rural, 
low-income stakeholders involved in the ornamental 
fish trade are limited, and should be addressed by policy 
makers and technical bodies in order to help fishers 
organize their activities, identify their target market and 
improve their expertise along the entire supply chain, in 
particular reducing fish mortality during shipment and 
death on arrival. Helping to improve these skills could 
strengthen livelihoods as well as trade opportunities.
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FISH AND   FISHERY   PRODUCTS   STATISTICS1

Capture fisheries 
production

Aquaculture fisheries 
production

ExportsImports

2011201220112012201220132014201220132014
estim.estim.estim.estim.

Million tonnes (live weight equivalent)USD billion

ASIA48.950.254.858.951.353.756.444.242.743.8

China216.817.238.941.520.822.123.412.212.914.0

of which China, Hong Kong SAR0.20.20.00.00.81.01.03.73.83.8

& Taiwan Province of China0.90.90.30.32.01.81.81.01.01.3

India4.34.93.74.23.44.66.00.10.10.1

Indonesia5.75.82.73.13.63.84.10.40.40.3

Japan3.83.60.60.61.82.01.918.415.614.8

Korea, Rep. of1.71.70.50.52.01.81.73.73.64.3

Philippines2.42.30.80.80.81.21.10.20.20.2

Thailand1.81.81.21.28.17.06.53.13.22.8

Viet Nam2.52.62.83.16.36.87.00.80.91.0

AFRICA7.78.21.41.55.45.55.75.46.16.1

Ghana0.30.40.00.00.00.00.00.20.30.3

Morocco1.01.20.00.01.61.81.80.10.20.2

Namibia0.40.50.00.00.80.80.80.00.00.1

Nigeria0.60.70.20.30.30.20.21.51.71.3

Senegal0.40.50.00.00.30.30.40.00.00.0

South Africa0.50.70.00.00.60.50.70.50.50.6

CENTRAL AMERICA2.42.20.30.32.22.42.61.72.02.2

Mexico1.61.60.10.11.11.11.10.60.81.0

Panama0.20.10.00.00.10.20.20.10.10.1

SOUTH AMERICA14.010.12.12.312.813.715.82.83.53.6

Argentina0.80.70.00.01.31.51.60.20.20.2

Brazil0.80.80.60.70.20.20.21.21.51.6

Chile3.12.61.01.14.44.95.80.40.40.4

Ecuador0.50.50.30.32.83.64.40.20.10.1

Peru 8.24.80.10.13.32.73.00.10.20.2

NORTH AMERICA6.26.20.60.610.410.711.020.322.025.0

Canada0.90.80.20.24.24.34.52.72.93.0

United States of America5.25.10.40.45.86.06.217.619.021.9

EUROPE13.313.12.72.944.347.550.053.658.261.6

European Union 2 5.14.61.31.328.730.232.147.250.954.5

of which Extra-EU““0.05.75.86.024.926.528.5

Iceland1.11.40.00.02.22.32.20.10.10.1

Norway2.32.21.11.38.910.311.01.41.31.4

Russian Federation4.34.30.10.13.23.63.52.83.43.1

OCEANIA1.21.30.20.23.12.93.12.02.02.2

AUSTRALIA0.20.20.10.11.01.01.11.61.61.7

NEW ZEALAND0.40.40.10.11.21.21.30.10.20.2

WORLD 393.791.362.066.6129.5136.4144.5130.0136.5144.6

World excluding Intra-EU““““106.5112.0118.4107.8112.1118.5

Developing countries69.367.258.062.370.573.878.834.937.839.9

Developed countries24.424.14.04.359.062.665.795.198.7104.7

LIFDCS14.014.86.57.37.48.910.53.64.34.0

LDCS9.49.82.73.02.62.62.60.91.11.2

NFIDCS21.318.54.04.310.210.010.53.74.34.7
1  Production and trade data exclude whales, seals, other aquatic mammals and aquatic plants. Trade data include fish meal and fish oil. 
2 Including intra-trade. Cyprus is included in Asia as well as in the European Union. Starting with 2013 data, EU includes Croatia. 
3 For capture fisheries production, the aggregate includes also 64 081 tonnes in 2011 and 37 360 tonnes in 2012 of not identified countries, data not included in 

any other aggregates.
   Totals may not match due to rounding.
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