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Campaigns against 
shark fin consumption 
are having an impact, 
but other aspects 
of the bloody trade 
continue to thrive. 
By Alexi Demetriadi

zz“Sharks are being killed in every single ocean all around 
the world, by every country and by any fisherman,” says 
Gary Stokes of the international conservation group 
Sea Shepherd.

With the global value of the shark fin trade estimated to 
be just over US$1 billion, and the entire shark market much 
more, the butchering of the “doctors of the sea” forms part 
of the large illegal wildlife trade market.

“The illegal trade in wildlife is estimated to be near $20 
billion a year, with only trafficking in drugs, arms and people 
thought to be more profitable,” explains Peter Knights, the 
founder of Wild Aid.

It is believed that nearly 100 million sharks are killed 
every year for their fins. The numbers of some species of 
shark have declined by 98% over the last 15 years, with some 
nearing extinction.

At a recent Wild Aid event in Bangkok, the environmen-
tal organisation and its managing director, John Baker, 
explained their latest findings on the shark finning industry 
in Asia, and Thailand’s continued and increasing involve-
ment in the practice.

“The practice is particularly cruel: the fin is sliced or 
roughly sawn off and the shark is discarded back into the 
sea, still alive, where, gravely wounded and unable to swim, 
it bleeds to death,” Josie Raine of the counter-trafficking 
organisation Freeland told Asia Focus.

In around 30 countries, and the European Union, the 
practice is illegal or faces strict restrictions, while many 
endangered sharks are protected completely.

When the catch is brought to shore, the fin is stripped, 
boiled in chicken broth and usually bleached. A taste-
less piece of meat, it is used to add texture, most often to 
the widely consumed shark fin soup. The largest market 
is in Asia, specifically Singapore, Hong Kong and main-
land China.

Wild Aid’s Mr Baker describes it as a “social issue”, influ-
enced in part by the perceived prestige factor of shark fin 
soup. “This is the main reason people are consuming it. 
It is no different from any other fish soup you can buy on 
the street.”

The world’s largest consumer of endangered wildlife 
products, China is also the largest market for shark fin soup. 
Misleadingly referred to as “fish wing soup” in Mandarin, 
the dish is easily available and often served at weddings 
or banquets.

However, recent reports illustrate the apparent decline in 
shark fin consumption in China. A Wild Aid investigation in 
2014 reported an 82% decline in sales reported by shark fin 
vendors in Guangzhou, while 85% of Chinese consumers 
surveyed online said they had given up shark fin soup.

The Chinese government itself is helping stamp out the 
practice. “The government of China has been very sup-
portive,” acknowledges Mr Baker. Wild Aid has successfully 
carried out a number of awareness campaigns featuring 
prominent celebrities to educate the public. Six Chinese 
airlines are among 30 global carriers that ban the transport 
of shark fins on their flights.

It would appear, then, that the tide is turning. But, 
argues Mr Stokes, “this is one of the big misconceptions 
of the industry”.

Mr Stokes is the Asia director of Sea Shepherd, a direct 
action and law enforcement organisation that patrols the 
oceans to ensure international laws are obeyed and illegal 
fisherman are stopped and punished.

He paints a picture of a shrewd and dark underworld, 
one that continues to illegally capture and kill sharks at an 
alarming rate.

“One big thing about this industry is that they are great 
marketers. They can create a market for anything,” he told 
Asia Focus. With increased restrictions, bans and surveil-
lance on finning, the industry instead has created different 
markets for other parts of sharks.

“Shark meat has boomed, chefs have got creative and new 
markets have formed. It’s all about marketing.” In Australia, 
the popular Flake and Chips is most commonly Gummy 
shark or sometimes School shark, which is classified as 
“vulnerable” and “endangered” by conversation bodies.

Catching some species is not illegal in certain waters, 
and many vessels have been accelerating their fishing, not 
just for fins but entire sharks.

“Then, the cartilage industry sprang up,” Mr Stokes 
explains. “There came this idea that sharks can’t get cancer, 
but we have pictures of sharks with cancerous tumours.” 
Regardless, the cartilage market quickly turned into a mil-
lion-dollar industry. “If we stopped shark finning tomorrow, 
sharks would still be in trouble, now we have all these other 
massive industries.”

Sharks are listed in CITES (the Convention on Interna-
tional Trade in Endangered Species). One type is already 

HIV battle slowly being won, but new fronts opening

zzInvestments to combat HIV/Aids and 
help those living with HIV are increasing 
across Asia Pacific, with generally encour-
aging results, but experts agree that reach-
ing vulnerable groups with preventive mes-
sages is a never-ending challenge.

Approximately 5.1 million people live 
with HIV in the region, with about 300,000 
new HIV infections recorded in 2016 alone, 
according to the UNAIDS Prevention Gap 
Report published last year.

To tackle the Aids epidemic, UNAIDS 
came up with its “90-90-90” target in 2014. 
The target states that by December 2020, 
90% of all people with Aids will know their 
status, 90% will receive antiretroviral ther-
apy, and 90% of those receiving antiretro-
viral therapy will have viral suppression.

Currently, about 60% of the money spent 
on fighting Aids in the region comes from 
national governments, primarily in Thai-
land, Malaysia and India. The good news 
is that more governments are starting to 
invest in programmes that work on HIV/
Aids prevention, treatment, care and sup-
port, according to Steven Kraus, director of 
the UNAIDS regional support team for Asia 
and the Pacific.

“If you look at the trend, more and more 
countries say investing in Aids is not an 
expense, it is an investment that pays divi-
dends. You can prevent an infection today, 
and that pays back many times over by not 
having a person take daily medication,” 
he said.

Some countries are approaching Aids in 
a direct way and have faced less of a chal-
lenge in carrying out policies to help target 
populations, he added.

Mr Kraus made the comments at Con-
necting Asia, a regional forum held in Bang-
kok by Apcom, a coalition of governments, 
UN partners, non-profit and communi-
ty-based organisations working in the field.

Participants discussed ways to meet 
the 90-90-90 target as well as how to make 
more use of social and digital media to 
combat HIV, particularly within the gay, 
MSM (men who have sex with men) and 
transgender communities. The conference 
was supported by the US President’s Emer-
gency Plan for Aids Relief (Pepfar) via the 
US Agency for International Development 
(USAID), as well as UNAIDS.

Apcom executive director Midnight 
Poonkasetwattana said Thailand had long 
been “a hub” for innovative programmes 
and was a lot more accepting than other 
countries where LGBTQ policies were con-
cerned. A highly successful free-condom 
campaign in the 1990s was among its stand-
out achievements.

Vietnam is also pursuing innovative 
ways to raise awareness and interact with 
people living with HIV.

Dustin Phuc Nguyen, a video jockey at 
MTV Vietnam, hosts a show called MTV 
Bus. He travels around Ho Chi Minh City 
in a bus with a built-in studio, featuring 

members of the LGBTQ community in 30- 
and 40-minute episodes. The show is pro-
duced in partnership with Path, a Hanoi-
based non-profit that works with USAID. 
About 65% of the show’s funding comes 
from MTV, and the rest comes from Path 
and USAID.

“It’s a simple concept — you talk to 
someone on the street and they share their 
story,” Nguyen told Asia Focus. “Our job is 
to direct a camera to go to their workplace, 
interview their surrounding friends, fami-
lies and partners. Everything is straightfor-
ward and there’s no hiding. They are proud 
to represent the community.”

According to Nguyen, the mobile studio 
is a highly effective platform because it is 
spontaneous and allows the show to travel 
all over the country and reach people from 
many backgrounds.

“I am surprised by how seriously people 
are taking this issue. In Vietnam, there 
isn’t much discrimination above the line 
because [gay sex] isn’t criminalised. How-
ever, a lot of the population still doesn’t 
know much not about HIV,” he said.

In Indonesia, however, conditions are 
very different, said Adi Nugroho, operations 
manager with the community-based sexual 
health rights group GWL-INL. He points to 
two unique legal challenges: a law banning 
pornography and the electronic informa-
tion and transactions law. Because of these 
laws, any content that GWL-INL produces 
promoting safe sex and other issues could 
be considered a crime.

While homosexuality is not illegal in 
Indonesia, it is not necessarily accepted, 
he said. “Indonesia is the biggest Muslim 

country in the world, so most of our values 
as a country are influenced by Muslim cul-
ture,” he told Asia Focus.

“We need to use technology not just to 
educate people about their rights, but also 
to understand the situation they are in. We 
also need to prepare them for steps they can 
take if they face a serious problem such as 
sexual assault or arrest, as not many people 
know what they should do.”

Most of Apcom’s work involves issues 
that affect the health and human rights 
of sexual minorities including gay men, 
MSM and the transgender community. 

But reaching younger people requires new 
approaches, Mr Midnight said.

“Younger people are now not in the tra-
ditional venues where LGBT people used to 
meet — in clubs, pubs and parks,” he said. 
“It’s not a physical venue anymore, it’s now 
increasingly online and on social media. 
This is where the younger, new generation 
is not receiving information. This confer-
ence aims to create strategies to reach these 
younger individuals.”

Governments must become increasingly 
involved in the global fight against Aids, 
he continued.

“The funding in this kind of work is 
declining. We are looking to governments 
to ensure they provide community organ-
isations with funding and support, rather 
than thinking about international funding 
only. Countries in this region are growing 
richer so they will not be eligible for inter-
national funding for much longer. Organi-
sations such as Apcom rely greatly on this 
funding to operate, so governments should 
pitch in too.”

Glyn Davies, the US ambassador to Thai-
land, attended the Apcom event and told 
Asia Focus: “Asia is the most connected 
place in the world. Young people here have 
the world in their pockets, in their phones. 
There are many ways to potentially reach 
them, to get these messages to them in the 
virtual world they live in.

“One of the biggest challenges is how to 
get the word to them, that they need to get 
themselves tested, find their HIV status, 
and if they test positive, seek the proper 
treatment. Only then can these rates be 
brought low.”

Mechai Pattana School students from Buri Ram promote the use condoms to prevent 
sexually transmitted diseases, at a World Population Day event in Bangkok earlier this year.

Photo: Chanat Katanyu

“More and more 
countries say investing 

in Aids is not an 
expense, it is an 

investment that pays 
dividends. You can 

prevent an infection 
today, and that pays 

back many times over 
by not having a person 
take daily medication”

STEVEN KRAUS
unaIDS regional support team

By Saniya More

Even if the fin trade is slowing, sharks are being exploited in new ways and remain vulnerable, say conservationists.
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listed in the CITES Appendix I, the category for species 
threatened with extinction. Under this list, commercial har-
vesting and trading are illegal and catching is only permitted 
in exceptionally licensed circumstances. Eight other types of 
shark are classified under Appendix II, which includes spe-
cies not necessarily threatened with immediate extinction, 
but in which trade must be tightly controlled and research 
must be conducted to ensure that catches are sustainable.

“The big problem is that nobody follows those rules,” 
says Mr Stokes. “When you open a container, and there’s 
thousands of fins, how can you tell which is which? You have 
no idea what species they are, no idea where they came from 
or how they were caught. There’s nothing stopping you from 
putting in some endangered Hammerhead fins in the sacks.”

Mr Stokes himself does not believe the market for shark 
fin has decreased. Based in Hong Kong, he describes seeing 
massive shipments continuing to come in daily. “I con-
ducted a three-month investigation from December 2016 
and was down at the docks every single day, documenting 
shipping coming in. This was then when it all hit the fan.”

One day, he came across a 40-foot container with 
“Maersk” written on the side, full of shark fins. “Maersk 
was the first shipping company to ban shark carrying in 
2010 and here they’ve got a container full of shark fins.”

The giant shipping line, he says, had been misled. “I 
looked into it, and these traders were labelling it as some-
thing else, as dried seafood or as marine products, some-
thing vague”.

No more than two weeks later, he found another Maersk 
container with the exact same contents. “The reality is that 
there are massive ship-
ments of fins still coming 
in and it’s opened a can 
of worms.”

China, he says, “has a 
lot of problems” but it is 
trying to crack down on 
illegal finning and fishing. 
Last year, the Sea Shep-
herd vessel Steve Irwin 
found six Chinese vessels 
in the Indian Ocean fish-
ing sharks illegally with 
drift nets.

“We reported them to 
China and everyone said, 
‘China won’t do anything, 
China doesn’t care.’ But 
they do and they’re actu-
ally doing a hell of a lot of 
work,” says Mr Stokes.

“We followed one of the 
ships all the way back to 
China and when we got 
near the Spratly Islands 
two Chinese warships 
appeared,” he recalls. The 
captain of the illegal fish-
ing vessel radioed one of 
the warships and claimed 
he was scared for his life, 
claiming a pirate ship was chasing him. “The warship 
responded: ‘They’re an environmental group, where have 
you been and what have you been doing?’”

The suspect fishermen were ordered back to their home 
port and the Steve Irwin was instructed to follow them so 
that Chinese authorities could follow its beacon.

The industry is not in terminal decline yet, though. Con-
sumption of shark fin has fallen in Hong Kong, but Mr Stokes 
says consumption would only have to go up slightly in China 
to offset this. “Education is needed in China, which Wild Aid 
has done a great job of. But the biggest thing that changed 
in China was the Chinese government.”

The ban, put in place in 2012 as part of a broader anti-cor-
ruption drive, on shark fin being served at any government 
event “was the game changer in China ... the trickle-down 
effect was massive.”

As a big part of the market dried up, so did consump-
tion. “One of the shark fin traders in Guangzhou was tell-
ing us that his business was down by almost 50%, and the 
reason he said was because of the Chinese government,” 
says Mr Stokes.

But with new markets being created to counter the 
increased bans on finning, and illegal mislabelling and 
smuggling taking place, there remains a lot of work to do.

“I use the Twitter hashtag, #globalsharkproblem, because 
it is not just a Chinese problem, it is a global problem,” 
explains Mr Stokes. “People say, stop shark finning. No, 
stop shark.”

One big thing about 
this industry is 
that they are great 
marketers. Shark 
meat has boomed, 
chefs have got 
creative and new 
markets have formed. 
If we stopped shark 
finning tomorrow, 
sharks would still be 
in trouble”

GARY STOKES
Sea Shepherd

The freshly cut dorsal fin of a Scalloped Hammerhead Shark (Sphyrna lewini) is shown off Cocos Island of Costa Rica in the Pacific Ocean.
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