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Introduction 
 
China’s “blue economy”—the wealth and resources that are produced and consumed through activity in 
the maritime sector—will play a central role in the country’s 21st Century development. China’s coastal 
provinces, with just 14 percent of its land area, comprise half the population of the country and two-
thirds of the economic activity. The ocean is a major source of China’s food production, employment 
and economic activity. China’s coastal and marine resource management has significant global 
implications as well. No country will have a greater influence on ocean conservation and the future of 
global capture fisheries and aquaculture than China. China has the largest domestic and distant water 
fisheries in the world, is the largest source of aquaculture production, and is the largest consumer and 
processor of seafood. 
 
China is now at the threshold of a major change in how it manages its ocean and coastal regions. For 
decades, the country has given priority to activities that could achieve short term goals related to 
economic development and food security. The primary emphasis has thus been on increasing the 
production of aquaculture, expanding fishing effort, and reclaiming coastal wetlands for industrial and 
other uses. But the expanding production from these systems is now reaching or surpassing its limits. 
More than half of China’s capture fisheries are overharvested and depleted. More than 60 percent of 
China’s coastal wetlands have been lost to development. And, pollution carried by rivers to China’s 
coasts produces vast “dead zones” and contaminates seafood produced in the rapidly growing coastal 
aquaculture industry. 
  
Faced with this reality, China’s Central Committee and State Council have recognized the importance of 
creating an “ecological civilization” in China and nowhere is this goal more important than with respect 
to China’s ocean and coastal regions. In July 2015, the State Ocean Administration issued a marine 

ecological civilization plan, and on September 21st, 2015 the Communist Party of China (CPC) Central 
Committee and the State Council published a reform plan for promoting ecological progress which 
prominently featured the ocean and coastal regions, including the need to protect and restore wetlands, 
improve fishery management, limit distant water fishing, and control the scale of aquaculture. 
 
As China now begins to re-think its approach to the management of its ocean and coastal regions, there 
is a significant opportunity for foundations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and international 
experts to contribute to China’s efforts to improve its management of capture fisheries, aquaculture, 
and wetlands as part of the country’s efforts to establish a marine eco-civilization and a sustainable blue 
economy. But that opportunity cannot be pursued without significant growth in institutional and human 
capacity within China. During 2015, the Packard Foundation consulted widely with experts, NGOs and 
officials in China and globally to understand how it could be most helpful in building capacity within 
China to better achieve the country’s goal of creating an ecological civilization for its ocean and coastal 
regions that sustainably contributes to economic growth, employment, and environmental protection. 
This document presents the Foundation’s strategy for its initial five years of grantmaking (2016-2020). 
  

China’s Role in Capture Fisheries and Aquaculture  
 
China is a nation of superlatives with regards to capture fisheries, aquaculture, and seafood: 

 China is the world’s largest producer of seafood. China’s seafood production (both marine 
capture and aquaculture) grew by over 60 percent during the last decade to an estimated 58.7 
million metric tons (mmt) in 2013. (World Bank, 2013) 
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 China is, by far, the largest producer of seafood from aquaculture. Aquaculture represents 70 
percent of total fisheries production in China by volume and accounted for 62 percent of world 
aquaculture production by volume in 2011 (World Bank, 2013).  

 China is also the largest producer of seafood from capture fisheries, with a harvest of 13.9 mmt 
in 2012, more than the harvest of the next two highest ranked countries (Indonesia and the 
United States) combined (FAO, 2014).1 

 Over the past 20 years, China has become the world’s largest seafood consumer. China currently 
consumes 34 percent of global food fish supply. China’s per capita fish consumption grew at an 
annual rate of 6 percent between 1990 and 2010 and reached 33.1 kilograms per year in 2010 
(World Bank, 2013). About 40 percent of China’s consumption is from aquaculture (Blomeyer et 
al., 2012). By 2030, China is projected to account for close to 40 percent of all global seafood 
consumption and Asia as a whole (including South and Southeast Asia) is projected to account 
for up to 70 percent of seafood consumption. 

 China has the world’s largest domestic fishing fleet, with a reported total of 289,000 motorized 
fishing vessels active in marine fisheries in its domestic waters in 2007, and an unknown number 
of additional smaller scale coastal vessels (Blomeyer et al., 2012).  

 China has the largest distant water fleet, with 1,900 vessels in 2010. According to China’s 12th 
Five Year Plan2, China aims to increase the size of its distant water fleet to 2,300 vessels in 2015. 
The domestic fleet is primarily privately owned, and the distant water fleet has evolved from 
being entirely state owned to 70 percent privately owned. 

 China was the third-largest fish-importing country by value in 2011, after Japan and the United 
States, although much of that fish is re-exported after processing. China represents 13 percent 
of world fish export in value, amounting to $18.2 billion in 2012. China imports 4 mmt and 
exports 6 mmt of seafood.  

                                                      
1 China reports its distant water catch to be approximately 370,000 tons per year, although an estimate made by the Blomeyer 
et al. (2013) suggests that it may be closer to 4.6 million tons per year. 
2 Every five years the government of China designs a series of social and economic development initiatives called Five Year 
Plans. The 13th Five Year Plan goes from 2016-2020.  
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Within China’s coastal region and 
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), there are 
strong interlinkages between the issues 
of aquaculture development, fisheries 
management, and coastal habitat 
conditions. (See Figure 1.) Trends in each 
element of this system thus have very 
significant impacts on the other two 
elements. The challenge that China 
faces, is thus to effectively manage 
fisheries, aquaculture and coastal 
habitat as an integrated system in the 
context of its strategy for a Blue 
Economy.  
 
Aquaculture 
China’s total production from aquaculture tripled in the past two decades (Cao et al., 2015). While the 
majority of aquaculture production is freshwater, marine aquaculture is still substantial, accounting for 
40 percent of production in 2012 (Zhang et al., 2013). China raises more than 60 marine fish species in 
aquaculture and, in 2012, produced 50 percent of global penaeid shrimp. China’s high-valued marine 
aquaculture uses about 3 mmt of “trash fish”3 each year for direct feeding (Cao et al., 2015). The 
expansion of aquaculture has contributed to the loss of coastal wetland habitats. In 2012, 956,000 ha of 
marine aquaculture was located in nearshore or coastal habitats (Zhang et al., 2013). 
 
Capture Fisheries 
China’s domestic fisheries stocks are generally believed to be overharvested, although the actual status 
of fisheries is difficult to determine due to uncertainty associated with the reported data and the 
significant level of stock enhancement underway in some regions. The China Council for International 
Cooperation on Environment and Development (CCICED) reported in 2010 that China’s inshore marine 
fishery resources are over-exploited (CCICED, 2010). According to the CCICED, the harvest of traditional 
targeted species such as large and small yellow croaker dramatically decreased in the 1970s, while 
catches of lower quality fish increased. Catches then rose an average of 20 percent each year through 
the mid-1980s. The accelerating harvest and lack of systematic fisheries management, combined with 
the loss of fishery habitats and the destruction of nursery and breeding grounds resulted in a decline in 
fisheries that is evident today. Overfishing has caused a reduction in the biomass of high value species, a 
decrease in body size, an increased catch of juveniles, and had reduced the quality of catches (CCICED, 
2010).  
 
These conclusions have been supported by other analysts. California Environmental Associates (CEA) 
(2012) reports that 43 percent of China’s fisheries are overexploited or depleted. Zhang et al. (2013) 
reports that declining marine fisheries resources have been a reality since 1970s, with 16 species of 

                                                      
3 The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) defines “low value/trash fish” as “a loosely used term that 

describes fish species with various characteristics but they are generally small in size, have low consumer preference and have 
little or no direct commercial value. The term is not really appropriate in many cases as these fish form the basis of human 
nutrition in many coastal areas in Asia-Pacific. Fish can be trash for one community but preferred in another, making a precise 
definition difficult.” http://www.fao.org/docrep/008/ae934e/ae934e04.htm. 

 

Figure 2. China capture fisheries domestic landings (CEA 2012) 

 

http://www.fao.org/docrep/008/ae934e/ae934e04.htm
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major economic finfishes, seven crustacean and three mollusks depleted in the Yellow sea fishing 
grounds alone. In the East China Sea fishery, only hairtail has maintained a constant level of production. 
Recent surveys show that fisheries are continuing to decline with the majority of the catch containing a 
high proportion of juveniles and a trend towards lower trophic level, lower value species (Zhang et al., 
2013). 
 
Despite the apparent decline in stock status, recorded domestic landings have shown little change since 
2000 (Zhang et al., 2013). According to CEA (2013), domestic landings have been maintained at around 7 
mmt per year from the late 1990s through 2006 (See Figure 2.). The relatively constant landings may 
reflect some combination of systematic errors in the reporting of landings, increased effort, the impacts 
of the deployment of artificial reefs, or the results of significant stock enhancement efforts. China 
released nearly 30 billion juveniles (fish, shrimp and shellfish) into natural waters in 2011 at a cost of 
0.84 billion CNY (equivalent to USD$135 million) although it is not clear whether stock enhancement has 
led to an improvement in fisheries yields (Zhang et al., 2013). 
 
Coastal Habitats and Wetlands 
In addition to the direct pressure of overharvesting, China’s domestic fisheries are also threatened by 
pollution and habitat loss. According to the CCICED (2010), China has lost 57 percent of its coastal 
wetlands, 73 percent of its mangroves and 80 percent of its coral reefs since the 1950s. Coastal wetlands 
were reclaimed at a rate of 40,000 ha/yr during 2006-2010 to support urbanization and the 
development of industrial zones and ports. Coastal wetlands have now been enclosed by more than 
11,000 kilometers of seawalls, covering 60 percent of the total length of coastline along mainland China 
(Ma et al., 2014), a length of construction exceeding that of China’s ancient “Great Wall.” The 
reclamation rate is expected to increase to 60,000 ha per year during 2010-2020 (Ma et al., 2014). (See 
Figure 3.) A recent study carried out by the Paulson Institute in partnership with the China’s State 
Forestry Administration and the China Academy of Sciences found that if China fulfills its current 2016 
economic development plans in the coastal regions, destruction of coastal wetlands due to reclamation 
will cross the “red line” of 53.3 million ha of wetlands defined by the government as the bottom line 
required to maintain China’s basic ecological security, such as providing fishery products, fresh water 
and flood control (Paulson Institute, 2015). 
 
Land reclamation harms capture fisheries by destroying nursery grounds and contributing to coastal 
pollution and sedimentation. It reduces areas available for aquaculture. And, it substantially impairs 
many other ecosystem services by reducing habitats and feeding areas for birds, reducing the carbon 
storage capacity of coastal 
ecosystems, reducing the ability of 
coastal ecosystems to purify water, 
and reducing the ability of these 
systems to protect coastal areas from 
the impacts of storms and tidal 
surges. Reclamation of China’s coastal 
wetlands causes a loss of $31 billion 
annually in coastal ecosystem 
services, equivalent to 6 percent of 
gross marine products in China (Ma et 
al., 2014). Wetlands loss in China has 
contributed significantly to the 
decline of migratory bird populations. 
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The East Asian-Australasian flyway currently has the highest proportion of threatened water bird 
populations of any of the global flyways (Ma et al., 2014). 
 
Pollution, for its part, directly threatens the productivity of aquaculture and capture fisheries and also 
poses significant public health risks. Serious concerns exist regarding the safety of consumption of both 
farmed seafood and seafood from nearshore fisheries in several coastal regions of China. 
 
Together, the degradation of coastal habitats and increased coastal pollution is also contributing to the 
development of severe problems of eutrophication, outbreaks of harmful algae blooms and problems 
with large-scale seaweed growth in coastal regions. These, in turn, further harm coastal fisheries and 
aquaculture and create significant public health risks and damage coastal tourism and coastal economic 
development. 
 

Policy and Institutional Landscape 
 
1. Government 
 
Fisheries and aquaculture fall under the responsibility of the Bureau of Fisheries within the Ministry of 
Agriculture (MOA), which is responsible for fisheries and aquaculture management, and the State Ocean 
Administration (SOA), which enforces marine laws, including permit approval. In addition, the State 
Forestry Administration (SFA) is responsible for the management of mangroves and most coastal 
wetlands. The Ministry of Agriculture is supported by three regional management authorities (Yellow 
Sea and Bohai Bay, East China Sea, South China Sea) for implementation of fisheries law and regulation 
at a regional level (Blomeyer et al., 2013). The MOA interacts closely with the private sector through 
national trade associations such as the China Overseas Fisheries Association (COFA) and the China 
Aquatic Products Processing and Marketing Association (CAPPMA). In addition, the MOA obtains 
technical input from the Chinese Academy of Fishery Science (CAFS) (Buluswar et al., 2011). CAFS makes 
policy recommendations to the relevant government agencies and reports and records all fisheries data 
in China. 
 
Both the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) and the Ministry of Environmental 
Protection (MEP) also are involved with some aspects of capture fisheries and aquaculture management 
and coastal development. NDRC, with its responsibility for broad planning and control of China’s 
economy, helps to shape any policies related to fisheries and coastal management. And, MEP is 
responsible for establishing marine protected areas, which include areas where fishing is restricted.  
 
The Fisheries Law of the People’s Republic of China covers all fisheries-related activities and was 
adopted in 1986 and revised in 2000 and 2004. Following the rapid expansion of fisheries in the 1980s, 
coinciding with the privatization of the fleet, China implemented a “zero growth” objective in 1999 and 
established a moratorium on new fishing vessels. The government put forward a “minus growth” plan in 
coastal marine capture catch in 2001 (Blomeyer et al., 2013). In 2001, the government began relocating 
fishermen and scrapping vessels. By 2004, the government had spent over $100 million, relocated 
40,000 fishermen, removed 8,000 fishing vessels, and had plans to decrease the number of vessels by an 
additional 30,000 by 2010. These targets, however, do not appear to have been met. Estimates today 
place the fleet size at roughly the same level as it was in 2000, although the size and power of the 
vessels has increased. A key challenge for the central government in regulating fleet size is the 
decentralized arrangement for issuing both vessel and fishing permits. The local harbor master in the 
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vessel’s home port is responsible for registration of the vessel, and there is no digitized and centralized 
system register of fishing vessels. (Blomeyer et al., 2013).  
 
China’s primary fisheries management tool is a seasonal closure. A two-month summer closing was 
introduced in the Yellow Sea and East China Sea in 1995 and in the South China Sea in 1999 and later 
extended to three months. In portions of the Yellow Sea where China’s EEZ overlaps with Japan and 
Korea, a Total Allowable Catch (TAC) is set for the overlapping region and divided among the countries.  
 
China has knowledgeable fisheries and aquaculture managers within its various fisheries research 
agencies (e.g., the Eastern China Sea Fisheries Research Institute) and within its universities. Compared 
to other sectors, such as energy, where there has been extensive technical collaboration between China 
and other countries in recent years, there has been much less technical collaboration in the case of 
fisheries and coastal management. In the case of aquaculture, strong international research 
collaborations do exist (e.g., with Texas A&M and Auburn University in the U.S. and with Universities in 
Germany, Australia and Japan), but these have focused almost entirely on technologies for increasing 
aquaculture production, and not on ecological considerations of the carrying capacity for aquaculture in 
China.  
 
Most Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries are now restoring 
their coastal fisheries and increasing both the economic gains and seafood production from their 
fisheries, but this is not yet taking place in China. While Chinese researchers largely share the view that 
the domestic fisheries are overharvested, there is not necessarily a consensus that the current 
management arrangement is sub-optimal. A seasonal closure is a low-cost management approach that is 
relatively easy to enforce. And, while the management approach may lead to the decline of populations 
of higher valued fish, it is believed by some experts in China to increase overall seafood production since 
the removal of predatory fish may enable greater production from lower trophic levels.  
 
The 12th Five Year Plan (2011 – 2015) for Fisheries Development called for: 

 Principles of balance between: ensuring demand and promoting quality; developing production 
and ecosystem conservation; industry and individual fishermen development; domestic 
development and overseas expansion; fishery industry and the broader economy; 

 Raising total production to 60 mmt, with a goal of 75 percent from aquaculture; 

 A target of 98 percent for safety inspection targets; 

 The development of “eco-aquaculture”; and 

 The development of environmentally friendly programs such as stock releases, the construction 
of sea ranches and artificial reefs. 

 
According to Fabinyi and Liu (2014), the objectives laid out in this plan respond to: a stronger demand 
for higher quality product due to China’s growing middle class; the significant incidence of food safety 
scandals over the past few years; and a growing emphasis on aquaculture and distant water fisheries as 
a solution for fishermen displaced from the declining domestic capture sector. 
 
China has placed particular emphasis on the development of its blue economy. In April 2010, the 
Chinese State Council approved the establishment of the Shandong Peninsula Blue Economic Zone as 
one of three pilots for the development of China’s marine economy (APEC, 2014). And, in 2012, the 
State Council approved zoning plans for eight major coastal regions with the goal of enhancing 
contributions of the maritime economy to economic and employment growth. In 2012, China expected 
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its maritime economy to grow at an annual rate of 13 percent between 2011 and 2016, exceeding the 
growth rate of the total economy (Xinhua, 2012). 
 
In 2015, in the lead-up to the release of the 13th Five Year Plan in early 2016, it is clear that the creation 
of an ecological civilization will be one of the priorities for the Five Year Plan and the government has 
issued a number of documents that emphasize the importance of improved coastal and marine 
management. For example, 

 On July 20, 2015, the State Ocean Administration issued a Marine Ecological Civilization Plan. 

 On August 1, 2015, the State Council issued a notice on National Marine Functional Area 
Planning. This document calls for shoreline protection of not less than 35 percent and an 
increase in Marine Protected Area coverage to 5 percent of the EEZ. It emphasizes the need to 
promote strict control of offshore fishing effort and the rational exploitation of fisheries. 

 On September 21st, 2015, the CPC Central Committee and the State Council published a reform 
plan for promoting ecological progress which prominently featured the ocean and coastal 
regions, including the need to protect and restore wetlands, improve fishery management, limit 
distant water fishing, and control the scale of aquaculture. 

 In March 2016, the proposed outlines of the 13th Five-Year Plan issued at the National People’s 
Congress called for greater control of fishing effort, protection of coastal ecosystems, enhanced 
wetland restoration, and the implementation of marine ecosystem-based management. 

 
2. Academia 
China has a number of leading universities, government-affiliated think tanks, and branches of the China 
Academy of Sciences where research is being carried out that can inform policy and management 
decisions related to fisheries, aquaculture and wetlands management. Some of the key institutions 
include: 
 
Research Institutes of the Ministry of Agriculture: 

 East China Sea Fisheries Research Institute, Chinese Academy of Fisheries Sciences, Shanghai 

 Yellow Sea Fisheries Research Institute, Chinese Academy of Fisheries Sciences, Qingdao 

 South China Sea Fisheries Research Institute, Chinese Academy of Fisheries Sciences, 
Guangzhou 

 
Research Institutes of the State Ocean Administration 

 First Institute of Oceanography, Qingdao 

 Second Institute of Oceanography, Hangzhou 

 Third Institute of Oceanography, Xiamen 
 
Universities 

 Shanghai Ocean University, Shanghai 

 Shanghai Jiao Tong University, Shanghai 

 Ocean University of China, Qingdao 
 
3. Civil Society  

 
Only a small number of international NGOs have work underway in China on fisheries conservation, 
aquaculture and wetlands conservation: 
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 Aquaculture Stewardship Council (ASC). ASC has carried out contract work on certification in 
China. 

 Conservation International (CI). CI has been actively involved in work on the creation of MPAs in 
China.  

 Environmental Defense Fund (EDF). EDF’s China office does not have a marine focus or staff, 
although EDF has identified China as one of the countries that will eventually receive attention 
under their new fisheries strategy. 

 Greenpeace. Greenpeace’s office in China does not have a specific marine focus or staff but it 
has carried out research on marine issues, with a particular focus on the impact of China’s 
distant water fisheries (e.g., Greenpeace 2015). 

 Marine Stewardship Council (MSC). MSC established an office in China in 2013 and 300 Chinese 
businesses now have MSC chain of custody certification, primarily for the processing and re-
exporting of whitefish.  

 Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC). NRDC has been exploring work on fisheries in China 
since 2012. The organization has engaged both scientific and legal experts in China to examine 
the state of fisheries management and to analyze the current Fishery Law and to develop 
recommendations for the next review of the Fishery Law.  

 Paulson Institute (PI). The Paulson Institute is carrying out work on coastal wetlands 
conservation in China, including through the preparation of a “Blueprint” for the protection of 
key coastal habits of ecological significance. (Paulson Institute, 2015) 

 Sustainable Fisheries Partnership (SFP). SFP has a contractor based in China, working primarily in 
support of Aquaculture Improvement Projects. 

 The Nature Conservancy (TNC). In 2014, TNC initiated a project in partnership with the Bren 
School of the Environment at the University of California Santa Barbara, to examine the 
economics of fisheries management and recovery in China. TNC’s China office has several part 
time staff and consultants working on marine and fisheries issues in China. 

 World Wildlife Fund (WWF). WWF has been active on ocean and fisheries issues since 2002 
when it launched ecoregional planning work for the Yellow Sea. WWF established a marine and 
seafood program in 2005 and established a MOU with SOA in 2008. It has been engaged with 
CAPPMA on seafood sustainability issues since 2009.  

Among domestic Chinese NGOs, the focus of environmental concern in recent years has been on air and 
water pollution. Until 2015, there were no domestic NGOs in China with a focus on marine or fisheries 
management or conservation (Buluswar, 2011; Fabinyi, 2014). The first NGO with a focus on ocean 
issues, China Blue Sustainability Institute, was established in 2015. In addition, fisheries and ocean-
related environmental issues are rarely covered by the Chinese news media (King-wa Fu, 2013). In 
recent years there has been a growth in grassroots NGOs within China, funded primarily by domestic 
Chinese donors. Some of these grassroots organizations focus on coastal wetland conservation, but 
none appear to focus on ocean or fisheries conservation. 
 
4. Philanthropy 

 
Philanthropic support for work on ocean and fisheries management in China is limited. The work of SFP 
and MSC in China is supported in part by core support to those organizations provided by the Packard 
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Foundation and the Walton Family Foundation. Other foundations that either provide some support for 
ocean conservation work in China, or that have expressed an interest in doing so, include: 

 ADM Capital Foundation. ADM Capital Foundation has supported work on pollution issues in 
China since 2006 and is engaged in work on coastal and fisheries conservation in several regions 
in Asia.  

 Bloomberg Philanthropies. Bloomberg is supporting work in China on energy and cities and has 
expressed interest in ocean conservation issues but has not yet made grants in this area. 

 Oak Foundation. Oak staff and leadership have expressed interest in supporting work on ocean 
conservation in China and currently support work on energy and climate, but have made only a 
small number of grants on ocean issues. 

 Oceans 5. Oceans 5 is helping to support the work of NRDC on fisheries law and policy in China. 

 Pew Charitable Trusts. Pew’s Lenfest Program has supported two workshops (in 2014 and 2015) 
on fisheries management issues in China and the Pew Environment Group has expressed 
interest in exploring opportunities in China. 

 Paradise Foundation. The Paradise Foundation, registered in both China and Hong Kong, was 
established in October 2015 with a mission to protect land, freshwater and the ocean. It has 
indicated that it will establish a special fund for marine eco-civilization in 2016. The Packard 
Foundation and the Paradise Foundation signed an MOU for collaboration on marine eco-
civilization in October 2015. 

 SEE Foundation. As noted above, the SEE Foundation has supported grassroots organizations in 
China working on coastal wetlands protection and water pollution. None of their grantees focus 
on ocean or marine fisheries conservation directly. 

 Swire Trust. In the last several years, the Swire Trust has made three grants ($1.5 m over three 
years) in China, supporting a new marine station at Xiamen University in Fujian Province, the 
Carbon Disclosure Project in Beijing, and the Global Ocean Commission which hopes to have a 
China roundtable in 2015. 

 

Goal and Theory of Change 
 
Since 2000, foundations and other NGOs have worked successfully in China to help the government 
address its energy challenges by supporting work to increase energy efficiency, develop renewable 
power, and increase vehicle fuel efficiency. Three factors have contributed to the success of this work on 
energy. First, the goals of the foundations and NGOs working on energy issues in China were fully in line 
with the priorities of the central government, given the government’s concern about the growing cost of 
energy and energy security risks. Second, foundations and NGOs focused on helping China access 
expertise from other nations in a targeted and efficient manner. Third, with time, the combination of 
government, bilateral, multilateral and philanthropic support has created an ecosystem of institutions 
(domestic and international NGOs, government institutions, universities, and private companies) and 
leaders that are able to support the goals of the government by providing first-rate input into planning 
and decision-making process, supporting public outreach on critical issues, and creating new businesses 
in the clean energy economy. 
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The situation that China now faces with regards to its management of fisheries, aquaculture, and coastal 
development has many parallels to the energy sector in China in 2000. The central government has 
placed a high priority on increasing production of seafood because of its economic, nutritional, and food 
security benefits. At the same time, the 13th Five Year Plan emphasizes the critical importance of 
creating a marine ecological civilization because the current trends – unstainable expansion of 
aquaculture, loss and degradation of coastal habitats and overharvesting of fisheries – are not 
sustainable. Yet, China does not have the policy, management, and technical expertise to address the 
sustainability issues in this sector and there is relatively little international collaboration with experts 
that could provide this expertise. And, there is extremely limited capacity within the philanthropic or 
NGO community in China that can to help to address this opportunity. 
 
The goal of the Packard Foundation’s China Marine Strategy is to strengthen China’s capacity for 
coastal and marine conservation and management in order to help the country create a marine eco-
civilization. 
 
There are a number of specific barriers to more effective ocean and coastal management in China 
(Appendix 1 provides a more detailed description of some of these barriers.). While we expect that the 
work our Foundation supports in China will help to overcome some of those barriers, this strategy is not 
focused in the short term on the specific policy or management outcomes. Instead, our focus is on 
creating the ‘pre-conditions’ for success in China, and more specifically building the human and field 
capacity that is needed to catalyze progress. If that capacity can be created – both within China and 
through international collaboration – then it will enable the achievement of our Foundation’s 
overarching ocean goal: sustainable fisheries management, responsible aquaculture, and the protection 
of biological diversity. 
 
Our Theory of Change is based on the premise that China’s central government is supportive of the 
creation of a marine eco-civilization but without ready access to expertise that can help in the pursuit of 
this goal, and without a stronger set of NGOs that can support and motivate this agenda, progress will 
be slow. In light of this, our Foundation will focus on work to strengthen international collaboration and 
to build the leadership and institutional capacity in China. We will focus primarily on the human and 
institutional capacity within civil society, including foundations, NGOs, and universities. Part of this work, 
however, is also intended to help strengthen the human capacity and access to information within key 
government ministries.  
 
First, we will support work aimed at strengthening collaboration between Chinese and international 
experts on policy and management issues surrounding the ocean. There is a wealth of international 
expertise on the issues facing China that could be brought to bear in tackling those challenges. Until 
recently, China has been almost entirely focused on increasing production and development in 
relationship to the ocean and coastal regions. China has built world-class expertise on how to increase 
aquaculture productivity, increase fishing effort, and increase land reclamation. With the 13th Five Year 
plan, however, its goals have abruptly changed in recognition of the fact that continued expansion of 
aquaculture, fishing effort and coastal development are now posing major threats rather than 
opportunities. China does not have the depth of technical and policy expertise that it needs to help 
manage this transition to an eco-civilization. Just as philanthropy was well suited to supporting the 
engagement of international experts when China began to grapple with the need for its energy 
transition, we see that our Foundation can again play such a role in helping the country address the 
need for this sustainability transition. 
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Second, we will support work aimed at building leadership and NGO capacity on ocean conservation 
issues. Because the sustainability of the ocean and coastal regions has not been a focus in China, there 
are very few recognized ocean conservation leaders, very few NGOs working on these issues, and no 
‘pipeline’ of young people seeking to work on ocean conservation issues in NGOs or in businesses. 
Without this basic human and institutional capacity in place, public awareness of ocean issues is low and 
there is little civil society support in provinces and cities that can help the central government achieve its 
goals for a marine eco-civilization. Chinese and international philanthropy is uniquely positioned to help 
support ocean conservation leaders and to strengthen NGO capacity in ways that can support the 
government’s goals for a marine eco-civilization. 

How would we know a Marine Eco-Civilization when we see it? 

 
The Climate Group (2014) provided the following history and explanation of the concept of an eco-civilization:   

“The concept of eco-civilization was first presented at the 17th CPC National Congress in 2007. It 
was then incorporated into the CPC Charter at the 18th CPC National Congress in 2012, 
indicating that it has been elevated to the center of China’s national development strategy. The 
core aim of eco-civilization is to balance the relationship between humanity and nature, which 
includes economic development, population, resources and the environment. The former leader 
of China, Hu Jintao, has provided his own interpretation about what it means to build an eco-
civilization: “…the essence of the construction of ecological civilization is building a resource-
saving and environment-friendly society based on the environmental carrying capacity of 
resources, the laws of nature and sustainable development... “.  

 
The concept of eco-civilization is thus quite similar to, and as hard to define as, the more widely used concept 
of “sustainable development.” 
 
2026 Targets 
For the purposes of this strategy we equate a marine eco-civilization to the “vision” statement within the 
Foundation’s 2016 Ocean Strategic Framework. Several specific targets against which we could judge progress 
are the following: 

1. Coastal Governance. China receives a score above 75 in the Economist Intelligence Unit Coastal 
Governance ranking. (This would place it roughly equal to Canada; China currently has a score of 61, 
comparable to Mexico.) (EIU, 2015) 

2. Fisheries Management. Overfishing has ended for the vast majority of marine fisheries in China. 
3. Aquaculture Management. The vast majority of individual marine aquaculture farms meet the 

standards of at least GAA Best Aquaculture Practices. The extent of marine aquaculture is managed 
within the carrying capacity of the ecosystem. 

4. Marine Protected Areas. China’s MPAs meet the Aichi Biodiversity Conservation target:  At least 10 
per cent of coastal and marine areas, especially areas of particular importance for biodiversity and 
ecosystem services, are conserved through effectively and equitably managed, ecologically 
representative and well-connected systems of protected areas and other effective area-based 
conservation measures. 

5. Coastal Protection. China does not fall below the “redline” of conserving at least 53 million ha of 
coastal wetlands and the percent of coastal wetlands legally protected (currently 24 percent percent) 
should be increased to at least the level of freshwater wetlands protection (55 percent) (Paulson 
Institute, 2015). 

6. Water Quality. China receives a score above 80 in the Economist Intelligence Unit Coastal Governance 
water quality ranking. (This would place it roughly equal to the United States; China currently has a 
score of 66, comparable to Nigeria.) (EIU, 2015) 
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We see an important role for improved communications and public awareness regarding ocean issues in 
China and this will be an integral part of both the work to build international collaborations and to build 
leadership and NGO capacity. On the one hand, the leaders, NGOs, and experts involved in this work can 
be among the most effective messengers on these issues. On the other hand, improved communications 
and public awareness will help to engage a broader set of individuals in ocean conservation in China and 
help to focus research and policy-making on the most pressing sustainability needs. 
 
Our Theory of Change is also premised on the idea that there is a willingness of other donors to increase 
their support for ocean and coastal conservation in China, but one of the major barriers is that there are 
so few institutions and individuals carrying out this work in China. By helping to build the human and 
institutional capacity in China, we thus believe that significantly more philanthropic funding will begin to 
flow to these institutions from both domestic and international sources. Our planned investment is 
quite small in relation to the scale of the challenge, but we hope that our investments can catalyze five 
to ten times as much funding from other donors over the next decade. 
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Strategy 
 
The logic model for this strategy is summarized in Figure 4. The objectives and five-year intermediate 
outcomes of the strategy are presented here. The four outcomes are interdependent. Thus, increased 
philanthropic support will help to increase access to knowledge and will help to build NGO capacity. In 
turn, greater NGO capacity is a pre-condition for increased philanthropic support. Similarly, increased 
public awareness will encourage decision-makers to access better knowledge and will strengthen the 
influence of NGOs, while, in turn, greater NGO capacity is a prerequisite for increasing public awareness. 
 
Objective 1: Institutions within China that inform government policy and decisions are readily 
accessing global knowledge and networks to support the development of the marine eco-civilization. 
 
Our initial focus will be to establish a partnership between researchers in the U.S. and China focused on 
the key sustainability challenges related to capture fisheries, aquaculture, and coastal habitat 
protection. Progress toward this objective will also be facilitated through work to strengthen the 
capacity of international and domestic NGOs working on ocean and coastal conservation issues 
(discussed under Objective #2) 
 

Intermediate Outcome 1A: An international research partnership is effectively defining 
priorities for collaborative research and supporting research, exchanges and training. 
We will seek to foster greater collaboration among Chinese and international experts on issues 
important for the development of a marine eco-civilization in China. (Examples of promising 
areas for collaboration are listed in Box 1.)  A formal arrangement of this nature, involving high-
level authorization from the government, 
is desired in order to ensure that 
researchers have access to relevant data 
and that the findings of the collaboration 
can inform policy. There are a number of 
institutions within China and the U.S. that 
have expressed interest in such a 
collaborative arrangement including: 
Stanford University, U.C. Santa Barbara, 
and University of Washington (in the U.S.) 
and the Eastern China Sea Fisheries 
Research Institute, China Ocean 
University, Shanghai Jiao Tong University, 
and Shanghai Ocean University (in China).  

Within the context of research 
partnerships established under this 
program or with longer-term institutional 
partnerships between government think 
tanks and international universities, the 
Foundation will also consider support for 
short-term training programs or 
opportunities for researchers to serve as 
visiting faculty or fellows at partner 
institutions. 

Box 1. Promising Areas for International 
Collaboration 

 Economics of fisheries management 

 Fisheries policies, including the use of rights-based 
approaches 

 Data systems to promote transparency in fisheries 
management to improve accountability, enhance 
productivity, and ensure sustainability 

 Seafood traceability, supply chain management, 
fisheries improvement projects, sustainability 
certification and standards 

 Technical support to fishing industry organizations 
seeing to improve sustainability and economic and 
production outcomes. 

 Valuation of ecosystem services of coastal 
wetlands. 

 Mapping of ecologically important coastal habitats 

 Assessment of environmental sustainability of 
aquaculture development. 

 Revisions to the China Fisheries Law. 

 Use of marine spatial management as an element 
of fisheries management. 
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Objective 2: Stronger Chinese leadership and NGO capacity for ocean conservation issues has been 
established. 
 
Work toward this objective involves three interlinked outcomes. First, we will seek to elevate the stature 
and influence of ocean conservation leaders in China. Second, we will seek to create a pipeline of 
younger ocean “social entrepreneurs” who can expand this leadership group with time. And, we will 
seek to increase the number and capacity of domestic and international NGOs working on ocean 
conservation issues. These outcomes are closely interlinked: NGO capacity is constrained by the lack of 
talented young individuals interested in working in the sector; the lack of NGO capacity contributes to 
the lack of public awareness about the importance of the issues; and, greater public awareness and a 
growing number of ocean conservation leaders will help to enhance the pipeline of talent. 

Intermediate Outcome 2A. The influence and stature of top ocean conservation leaders is 
elevated. 
We will pursue this outcome in partnership with the Pew Marine Fellows Program. The Pew 
Marine Fellows program has created an international network of outstanding ocean 
conservation leaders around the world and supports those leaders through grant funding and 
through the opportunities provided through the network and annual meetings. China has been 
very poorly represented in the Pew Fellows program for a variety of reasons. The Foundation 
will be supporting Pew to add one individual from China each year to its annual class of five new 
fellows. Because the Pew program will involve both the fellows and nominators from China in its 
network, the reach of this program will extend to 15 or 20 of the most important ocean 
conservation leaders in China over the next five years. 

Intermediate Outcome 2B. A pipeline of ocean conservation “social entrepreneurs” is 
established. 

In partnership with the Paradise Foundation, the Yintai Foundation, and the Beida Guanghua 
Business School the Foundation will support the creation of the “Blue Pioneers” program. The 
goal of this program is to increase the number and quality of social entrepreneurs focused on 
ocean conservation, coastal conservation and sustainable fisheries and sustainable aquaculture 
in China. Through this program, we expect 5-10 individuals focused on ocean conservation 
graduating with MBAs each year beginning in 2018 to be finding employment in the NGO sector, 
starting new non-profits working on these issues, or working in the private sector to promote a 
marine eco-civilization. 

Intermediate Outcome 2C. The number and capacity of domestic and international NGOs 
working on ocean conservation issues is increased. 

The experience with Energy Foundation-China and with the more recent programs of 
international NGOs and domestic NGOs such as the Institute for Policy and the Environment 
(IPE) and the Global Environment Institute (GEI), has shown that NGOs working in partnership 
with the government can both supplement the capacities of the government to address key 
policy or management challenges and, with time, can help to build capacity within the relevant 
government agencies and think tanks. In each case, the NGOs have succeeded in doing this 
through a combination of having their own staff expertise (both staff within China and, in the 
case of the international NGOs, the ability of those staff to tap the much larger network of 
expertise within those NGOs) and having resources that they can use flexibly to commission key 
pieces of research or analysis that can meet needs of managers and decision-makers. 
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The Foundation proposes to work in partnership with other donors to build the capacity of 
several domestic and international NGOs to play a similar role on fisheries, aquaculture and 
wetlands issues in China. Because staff capacity does not yet exist among these organizations in 
China, initial support will need to enable organizations to begin to build that capacity. (And this, 
in turn, will be aided through the work under Objective 2B to create a pipeline of talent that 
could work for these organizations.) At the same time, investments in capacity won’t make 
sense unless the NGOs have an established relationship with relevant agencies and institutions 
that might seek their assistance. We thus believe that progress toward this outcome will need to 
be adaptive and iterative in the first several years as staff capacity is built and relationships are 
developed. But, we would then aspire to providing longer-term programmatic support to give 
organizations the flexibility to respond to opportunities and requests for support. (This support 
might then be paired with more project-focused support from other donors which would help to 
further build the capacity of the NGOs even if that were not the primary purpose of the 
support.) 

In addition to building the capacity of existing NGOs, the Foundation will also support the 
establishment of new NGOs through several mechanisms. First, we may provide direct support 
to new NGOs filling particularly important needs. Second, through the “Blue Pioneers” program, 
we expect to seed the establishment of new NGOs working on ocean issues in China. Third, 
there are now examples of senior government officials in China establishing NGOs to work on 
important issues after they leave their government posts. In a country where domestic NGOs 
tend to enjoy relatively low stature, these individuals immediately bring greater credibility to 
the NGOs that they establish. We may help to establish such organizations if appropriate 
opportunities arise. 

And, we will not restrict our focus to “environmental” NGOs. There may be other NGOs whose 
work relates to the oceans (e.g., public health organizations) where additional capacity related 
to the oceans could provide a greater ‘return on investment’ than support for an environmental 
NGO. 

Because of the importance of communications and public awareness to achieve all of the 
outcomes in this strategy, we will help NGOs to expand their work on ocean communications 
and will also explore other mechanisms to enhance ocean communications work in China. This is 
a priority focus for our collaboration with the Paradise Foundation and we will also explore 
whether additional institutional capacity may be needed in China as well. 

Objective 3. A network of donors supporting China’s efforts to build a marine eco-civilization has been 
established 

The Packard Foundation is just one of several foundations that have expressed interest in supporting 
work in China to improve ocean and fisheries conservation. In the long run, our work to enhance ocean 
and coastal management in China will only succeed if a larger set of donors and NGOs become active on 
these issues.  

Intermediate Outcome 3A. A philanthropic community of practice for ocean conservation in 
China has been established and $10 million annually in additional ocean conservation funding 
has been mobilized 

In partnership with the Paradise Foundation and with other interested donors, we will organize 
an annual meeting of interested donors working on ocean and coastal conservation in China 
with the goal of expanding the base of domestic and international donors supporting China’s 
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effort to build a marine eco-civilization. By helping to build greater capacity among 
organizations working on these issues in China, raising awareness of other potentially interested 
donors in the opportunities that exist in China, and then facilitating greater engagement of 
other interested Foundations in this work, we believe that our Foundation can help to catalyze 
increased funding over the next five years. 

Objective 4. The awareness of the public and decision-makers regarding the oceans, the threats that 
they face, and the importance of a marine eco-civilization has been increased. 

Intermediate Outcome 4A. Partner institutions in China increase their communication and 
outreach on ocean issues to decision-makers and the public. 

An important outcome of our work to build greater capacity within domestic and international 
NGOs in China, as well as to involve other philanthropic partners in China, is to increase the 
communications and outreach on ocean issues. As described in the communications plan later in 
this document, we plan to work through our partners in China to strengthen their ability for 
communications and outreach. 

Funding and Operational Plan 

The planned annual budget for the strategy is $3 million per year between 2016 and 2020. The 
Foundation will provide grants directly to non-Chinese organizations under this strategy. For grants to 
Chinese organizations, some grantmaking may be directly to the organization and some may be re-
granted through other organizations.  

The Foundation will not have a dedicated Program Officer for the China Ocean Strategy. With our focus 
on longer-term capacity building, we hope that by the end of 2016 most of our funding for work in China 
will be handled through a relatively small number of relatively large long-term grants. We will provide 
oversight for this work through a portion of the time of a Foundation Program Officer and through our 
Monitoring and Evaluation work. 

We are establishing strong collaborations with institutions in China that can help to provide the sort of 
venue and country expertise that might otherwise be provided through a foundation staff person.  

Communications Plan 
We will pursue the following four core communications objectives as part of this strategy:  

1. Provide clarity to potential and existing grantees about the goals and objectives of our strategy 
and whether and how the organizations can submit proposals for funding. Compared to other 
ocean-related strategies carried out by the Foundation, we anticipate that the number of grants 
that will be made directly from the Foundation will be relatively small and most grantees will be 
receiving long term support through this program. Even so, it will be important that 
organizations interested in our work in China are able to understand what we supporting and 
why. We will develop materials for the Foundation’s website and launch this webpage at the 
time of the release of the updated Ocean Strategic Framework. 
 

2. Support work of partners in China to raise awareness about ocean conservation issues and 
solutions. We expect to include a communications component in grants focused on several of 
the objectives being pursued under this strategy. Some grantees already have the expertise 
needed for communications and outreach. For others, we may work with the Foundation’s 
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communications or OE staff or with partners in China to help to build necessary communications 
capacity.  
 

3. Engage other foundations in work on ocean conservation in China. As noted above, given the 
relatively small budget we have available for this strategy, success is premised on other donors 
engaging in China as greater capacity is established to carry out ocean conservation work in the 
country.  
 

4. Ensure that partner institutions and grantees working on building a marine eco-civilization in 
China have ready access to research and reports prepared by Foundation grantees. The 
Foundation will be supporting a range of work to better understand coastal and ocean issues in 
China and to develop and implement solutions. We will ensure that these reports can be readily 
accessed (whenever possible in both English and Chinese) from the organizations that publish 
them and also facilitate access through the Foundation’s website. 

 

Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning 
Monitoring 
 
We will gather the following information to monitor progress towards our core objectives: 
 

Outcome 2017 Target 2021 Target How monitored 
1A: An international research 
partnership is effectively defining 
priorities for collaborative research 
and supporting research, exchanges 
and training 

US-China Ocean Science 
Partnership Established 

20 collaborative projects 
underway or completed on 
aquaculture, capture 
fisheries, and coastal 
conservation 

Reports from core 
grantee leading the 
Ocean science 
partnership 

2A. The influence and stature of top 
ocean conservation leaders is 
elevated 

Network of Scouts 
established and 1 China 
Pew Fellow Selected. 

5 outstanding marine 
conservation leaders with 
enhanced visibility and 
stature 

Reports from the Pew 
Charitable Trust 

2B. A pipeline of ocean conservation 
“social entrepreneurs” is established 

First class of Blue 
Pioneers has completed 
its first year in the 
program. 

25 graduates involved in 
ocean conservation work 
with NGOs, foundations and 
the private sector 

Reports from the 
Paradise Foundation 

2C. The number and capacity of 
domestic and international NGOs 
working on ocean conservation issues 
is increased 

2 international NGOs 
have active ocean 
programs and 3 
domestic NGOs are 
being supported by the 
Foundation. 

4 new ocean conservation 
programs in the China 
offices of international 
NGOs and 10 national, 
provincial, or local Chinese 
NGOs focused on ocean 
conservation 

Reports from grantees 

3A. Build a Philanthropic Community 
of Practice for ocean conservation. 

One meeting of 
domestic and 
international donors has 
been held. 

$10 m in additional ocean 
conservation funding for 
China 

E-mail surveys of likely 
funders every two years 
carried out by the 
Packard Foundation 

4A. Partner institutions in China 
increase their communication and 
outreach on ocean issues to decision-
makers and the public 

Paradise Foundation 
and ChinaBlue are 
supporting outreach on 
ocean issues 

Public polling reflects an 
increase in public awareness 
of ocean issues. 

Public poll of ocean 
attitudes carried out in 
2016 and 2019. 
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One indicator of success of this work will be a growing public awareness of ocean and coastal 
conservation issues in China. We will commission a poll to understand public perceptions regarding 
ocean issues in China in 2016 and repeat the poll on 3-year intervals over the next decade. 
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Appendix 1: Barriers and Opportunities for a Marine Eco-Civilization in China 
 
1. Domestic Capture Fisheries 
 
China’s domestic marine capture fisheries are generally recognized to be overharvested and depleted 
and significant opportunities should exist to enhance capture fishery production. Increased production 
and economic return from China’s domestic fisheries would be directly in line with the government’s 
goals for its Blue Economy. And, considerable experience now exists in a number of other countries that 
have been able to restore depleted fisheries and increase production and revenues. While China’s 
situation is unique in many respects, many of the tools and approaches used elsewhere could still help 
to inform decision-making in China.  
 
Recognizing that its domestic fisheries were overharvested, the central government put in place a set of 
policies beginning in 1999 including a “minus growth” plan, efforts to reduce the number of fishing 
vessels, seasonal closures and stock enhancement projects. Despite the steps that the government has 
taken since 1999, it appears that significant opportunities remain to increase the level of seafood 
production and economic return from China’s domestic fisheries: 

 China’s leading fisheries experts indicated that this was the case in their contributions to the 
China Council on International Cooperation on Environment and Development report on ocean 
management (CCICED, 2010) and this same conclusion has been reached by other studies such 
as those cited above. 

 A recent study carried out by researchers at University of California Santa Barbara and the 
University of Washington, found that China could more than double the profits from capture 
fisheries and increase harvests by some 40 percent through changes in management (Personal 
communication; study is in review by Nature) 

 China’s growing middle class is demanding higher quality and higher value seafood, so demand 
will grow for higher value species in the coming years.4 Retail seafood prices in China have 
grown at an annual rate of 5 percent per year from 2000 to 2011 apparently due to an increased 
demand for luxury seafood. Although historically, Chinese consumers did not differentiate 
between wild-caught and farm-raised seafood, recent studies have shown a price premium for 
wild-caught seafood (Barron et al., 2014).5  

 Stock enhancement may be partially offsetting the impacts from overharvest and degradation to 
spawning and rearing habitats (e.g., coastal wetlands and benthic habitats), but the costs of 
enhancement are likely significant and will continue to grow. 

 
Assuming that opportunities do exist to improve the management of China’s capture fisheries, this 
grantmaking strategy could help to build human and institutional capacity that should help China 
overcome several barriers to more effective management: 

 Lack of alignment between central government goals and local government actions. Previous 
attempts to reduce domestic fishing effort have not been successful in part because of the 
decentralized arrangement for issuing vessel registrations and fishing licenses as well as the 
decentralized reporting of fisheries harvest data. As has been the case in other sectors in China 

                                                      
4 The rapid growth in China’s GDP in the past twenty years has resulted in the emergence of a large middle class, which is 
estimated at over 300 million people today and may reach as high as 630 million by 2022 (Barton, 2013). 
5 That said, in the short run this may not lead to a price premium for domestic capture fisheries: the lack of trust in China’s 
domestic food production systems also has led Chinese consumers to express a preference for imported seafood products 
(Barron et al., 2014). 
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(including the energy sector), the Central government has established policies and goals 
consistent with the needs for improved fisheries management, but without effective systems for 
local accountability, those goals are not achieved.  

 Lack of adequate data. Because of problems in the collection and reporting of harvest data, 
combined with the fact that much of the data is reported as “mixed group” species rather than 
for individual species, managers do not have reliable information for management decisions. 
And, fisheries data reported from the provincial level have been notoriously inaccurate – often 
appearing to be consistent with the targets set by the Central government when in fact those 
targets are not met. 

 Capture fisheries are a low priority for provincial governments. China’s coastal provinces are 
strongly focused on increasing benefits from the ‘blue economy’, but decision-makers within 
these provinces see the growth opportunities to be in the areas of industry and aquaculture, not 
fisheries. Capture fisheries are, at best, seen to be only an area of steady (or declining) returns, 
not an area that can help them to achieve their blue economy growth targets. 

 Lack of experience with alternative management approaches. China’s fisheries managers are 
well-trained but have limited experience with systems other than the closed season approach 
used within China. Lessons from other fisheries management regimes in countries that have 
recovered their fishery resources could prove to be very beneficial in China. 

 Lack of public concern or awareness. China is aggressively responding to environmental issues 
that are directly affecting the public, such as air pollution and water pollution. There is no public 
demand, however, for addressing the problem of declining domestic fisheries. The state of 
Chinese fisheries is not something that is widely reported in the media, and the growing middle 
class is not experiencing any impacts from the decline in domestic fisheries, in part because the 
decline is offset by imports from other regions. Public concern and awareness on issues related 
to air and water pollution has been helpful to China’s central government in holding local and 
provincial governments accountable for achieving pollution reduction goals. In the absence of 
public concern or awareness, there is less accountability for local and provincial governments. 
 

 Short-term costs associated with a shift to improved fisheries management. Improved fisheries 
management will likely require a set of actions that could increase costs (e.g., improved stock 
assessment, vessel buyouts) and may reduce employment, although the long term economic 
and employment benefits of an enhanced fishery would likely significantly outweigh those costs. 

 Lack of international NGOs and foundations working on fisheries management in China. Civil 
society organizations are playing an important role in helping governments improve fisheries 
management in many countries and their absence in China is striking. The opportunity and need 
that exists in China is much greater than the resources that are currently available for work on 
fisheries in China from the philanthropic community.  

 
2. Distant Water Fisheries 

 
Under the 12th Five-Year Plan, China is focused on increasing the size of its distant water fleet. A 
substantial portion of the harvest from China’s distant water fleet, particularly for species like tuna, is 
destined for markets in the U.S. and Europe. These markets now are strengthening policies designed to 
prevent the import of illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) seafood. And, a significant demand now 
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exists in these markets for seafood that is sustainably harvested and certified by the Marine Stewardship 
Council and the Aquaculture Stewardship Council. 
 
To both ensure continued access to the North American and European markets, and to ensure that the 
stocks being harvested by the distant water fleets maintain their production over time, the government 
of China will want to take steps to ensure the legality and sustainability of seafood harvested by these 
fleets. Experience from other countries on how they are addressing these issues could thus help the 
government of China as it seeks to expand its distant water fleets. Several fisheries where Chinese 
stakeholders play a decisive role in their global supply chains include: whitefish and wild salmon from 
the Northern Pacific, tuna from the West and Central Pacific, and Peruvian anchoveta and Japanese 
anchovy. 
 
3. Coastal Wetlands 
 
China has a system in place for Marine Functional Zoning, but the system is based on resource 
development functions rather than on ecological functions such as critical habitats. Historically, the 
priority in zoning has favored land reclamation for development rather than protection of habitats that 
may have high value for their ecological functions. 
 
Given the importance of the Blue Economy in China’s development plans, and the clear threats to 
development that are now emerging stemming from the loss of coastal habitats, information is needed 
that can help achieve a balance between the short-term economic benefits of land reclamation and the 
long term benefits of a healthy coastal ecosystem. 
 
The scientific community in China is already carrying out studies to better identify coastal conservation 
needs. Research methods developed in other countries to examine the importance of coastal wetlands 
for fisheries production, water purification and flood control could help to inform studies underway in 
China. And, experience in other countries with coastal conservation policies and regulations could 
similarly help China to achieve an effective balance in the coastal zone. Finally, philanthropy can in some 
cases help directly in the protection of critical coastal and wetland habitats by helping to support 
necessary mapping or even land purchase. 
 
4. Aquaculture 
 
As the largest global aquaculture producer, China has tremendous expertise and experience in 
developing and implementing aquaculture projects to enhance the production of aquaculture. Given the 
rapid expansion of aquaculture, however, new challenges are now emerging that China is less well-
prepared to address. Most importantly, China needs to better understand what the ‘carrying capacity’ is 
for aquaculture in China and how it can optimize its coastal and marine management given the trade-
offs that exist between aquaculture expansion, coastal wetland protection, and capture fisheries 
management. 
 
Foundations, international experts and NGOs are likely to be able to help China ensure the sustainability 
of the aquaculture production and improve understanding of how aquaculture, marine capture fisheries, 
and biodiversity conservation can be managed jointly from the standpoint of coastal and marine 
ecosystem management. China’s leadership in aquaculture methods and technologies are likely to make 
it a growing exporter of aquaculture infrastructure and investment capital to the developing world. This 
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will magnify the risks of unsustainable aquaculture in China and the benefits of a shift towards more 
sustainable practices.  
 
5. Seafood supply chain 
 
Seafood markets and supply chains are undergoing a profound transformation. The demand for 
sustainable seafood is growing dramatically, countries are taking significant steps to end IUU fishing, 
consumers and major seafood buyers are increasingly demanding fully traceable seafood supply chains. 
In addition, new systems for monitoring fishing vessels through combinations of vessel transmitters (AIS 
and VMS) and satellite and radar tracking, are providing a level of transparency to fishing practices that 
could barely have been imagined just a few years ago. 
 
As a major seafood processor and exporter, and with a growing domestic demand for uncontaminated 
seafood, China’s seafood supply chains will need to evolve rapidly in response to the rapidly changing 
industry norms and standards. There is considerable experience in North America and Europe on all 
aspects of seafood supply chains that could be brought to bear to help China establish effective policies 
and tools. Unlike the energy sector in China, where government control is a dominant factor, private 
sector entities in the seafood sector, including the China Overseas Fisheries Association (COFA) and the 
China Aquatic Products Processing and Marketing Association (CAPPMA), have been actively engaged 
for some time in market activities and so significant opportunities exist to strengthen their incorporation 
of sustainability, transparency, and traceability considerations. 
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Appendix 2: Marine Aquaculture Capacity Building 

Since 2015, the Packard Foundation has been supporting work to strengthen China’s capacity for coastal 
and marine conservation and management. During this time, the Foundation has supported research 
institutes and NGOs working on issues including the management of capture fisheries, aquaculture 
improvement projects, wetlands conservation, and plastic pollution. Given the importance of marine 
aquaculture for food production and its environmental impacts in China, over the next two years, the 
Packard Foundation would like to increase the emphasis that we are placing on capacity building to sup-
port the government’s efforts in promoting sustainability in marine aquaculture. While we will increase 
our emphasis on marine aquaculture, we will not decrease our existing support for work associated with 
other marine issues such as capture fisheries, wetlands conservation, and coastal pollution. 

This document will serve as a guideline for us to effectively support China’s marine aquaculture sector to 
achieve its sustainability.  

Goal

Strengthen the capacity of research institutes, civil societies, and the connections between the two 
sectors to achieve healthy and sustainable marine aquaculture in China.

Theory of Change

China has recognized the importance of sustainable “green” aquaculture and its benefits to the 
health of the coastal environment and human livelihoods. In February 2019, the Ministry of Agricul-
ture published “Several Recommendations on Accelerating the Green Aquaculture Development”, 
urging the industry and provincial governments to transform the sector to sustainable practices 
through scientific coastal spatial planning and ecosystem-based management. China has built 
world-class expertise on how to increase aquaculture production in the past decades. Yet, to trans-
form its aquaculture industry to “green” and sustainable, four key challenges still exist:

• Ensuring an optimal extent and spatial distribution of aquaculture. Where aquaculture is 
too expansive it can lead to the loss of other coastal habitats that are important for the 
production of capture fisheries or important for other ecosystem services or other forms of 
development.

• Ensuring that production systems don’t contribute to poor coastal water quality, overfishing 
of capture fisheries to meet demands for fishmeal, or disease outbreaks in the ecosystems.

• Ensuring that seafood produced through coastal aquaculture meets public health standards 
and that consumers are confident that the seafood they are purchasing meets those 
standards.

• Ensuring that any changes needed to make marine aquaculture more sustainable can be 
made in ways that do not harm the livelihoods of the farmers and in ways that contribute to 
the economic development of coastal communities.

To overcome these challenges, China will need a well-informed research sector working in collab-
oration with a competent civil society, to facilitate the government to move the green agenda for-
ward. Therefore, we propose three objectives to guide our grantmaking efforts in strengthening the 
capacity of Chinese research institutes and NGOs on issues related to marine aquaculture in China. 

http://www.waizi.org.cn/doc/60160.html
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Objectives

1.  Research institutions and relevant government agencies have access to tools and knowledge 
that support the implementation of sustainable aquaculture governance. We intend to support:

• Projects aimed at strengthening connections and collaborations between Chinese and 
international experts on policy and management issues around marine aquaculture

• Research and policy analyses that inform governments and the conservation sector on the 
impact of Chinese marine aquaculture on the ocean environment and local livelihoods. 

2. Build and enhance ocean NGOs’ capacity in promoting healthy and sustainable aquaculture.  
We intend to support:

• Domestic NGOs that are working or intend to work on marine aquaculture issues

• Programs aim at strengthening connections between Chinese NGOs and the international 
NGO community

3. Enhance the connections across subject areas and sectors through cultivating interdisciplinary 
talents and collaborative projects. We intend to:

• Support projects that aim to enhance collaborations between research institutes, 
universities, and Chinese domestic NGOs

• Cultivating more interdisciplinary talents and leaders for the field of marine aquaculture and 
ocean conservation by

 ͳ enhancing existing leadership program such as the Blue Pioneers Program

 ͳ creating or enhancing professional networks that are focused on bringing marine 
scientists to work in the ocean NGO sector




