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• First biologist to 
• study seahorses underwater 
• discover and reveal a rampant global trade in 

seahorses
• develop a conserva  on project for seahorses
• conduct IUCN Red List assessments of seahorses
• generate protec  on for seahorses at na  onal and 

global scale 
• Led and guided biological and trade fi eld research in 38 

countries on 6 con  nents  
• Catalyzed crea  on of 35 no-take marine protected areas 

in the Philippines 
• Mo  vated Australia to regulate extrac  on of syngnathids  
• Ini  ated alliance of 1000 small-scale fi shing families in the 

Philippines, for co-management
• Prompted the Hong Kong Chinese Medicine Merchants 

Associa  on to implement a voluntary code of conduct for 
seahorse imports

• Drove scien  fi c and policy process that led to a startling 
CITES Appendix II lis  ng for seahorses, a fi rst for marine 
fi shes

• Provided prac  cal advice for 182 CITES na  ons, including 
crea  ng a minimum size limit for seahorse exports

• Co-authored defi ni  ve seahorse taxonomy and review of 
seahorse biology

• Collaborated with public aquariums on exhibits reaching 
tens of millions of people

• Iden  fi ed scale of illegal trade in seahorses and now 
calling for CITES ac  on

• Embarking on ambi  ous campaign to constrain bo  om 
trawling

It is vital to understand our starting point for seahorses: 
44 species of  small (and largely invisible) fishes are patchily 
distributed across virtually all shallow temperate and 
tropical seas with only a tiny number of  advocates focused 
on their conservation… and our main job is to rein in the 
world’s fishing industry.  Seahorses are very, very different 
from terrestrial megafauna.  Even finding them is tough and 
censusing them is largely impossible.  Instead, success must 
be inferred from changes in management and policy. 

I am excited to have achieved a great deal for seahorses 
on many levels, from knowledge generation and creation of  
community-based marine protected areas to global policy 
change and citizen science involvement.  Here are just some 
examples…
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Saving seahorses
Amanda C.J. Vincent



1. Achieving global trade regulation under CITES, a first for marine fishes 
As a direct result of my work – in ecology, taxonomy, trade, management, policy – 
CITES voted in 2002 to restrict export of seahorses to sustainable levels, from legal 
sources (Appendix II listing).  This was an epic breakthrough.  Seahorses became the first marine fishes 
on CITES Appendix II since the inception of CITES in 1976, overcoming vehement opposition.  This precedent 
opened the door to subsequent export controls on sharks, rays, and reef fishes.  Our work has led to the 
suspension of legal exports of seahorses from VietNam (2013), Guinea, Senegal and Thailand (2016). As of 2018, 
Parties that previously exported 96% of dried seahorses had suspended trade. We are now mobilizing CITES to 
address our discovery of a large illegal trade in seahorses, with proposals for action supported by the USA and 
other Parties… and awaiting votes.

http://www.cites.org/


2. Making change however we can, wherever we can 
My team and I have taken conservation action (on wild populations, fisheries, or 
trade) in 38 countries so far, all around the world, always in collaboration with in-
country colleagues.  Clockwise from bottom left: (a) Studying Hippocampus whitei in Australia; (b) doing 
the first trade surveys in Beihai, China; (c) delimiting the first of our 35 MPAs (so far) in the Philippines; (d) 
sharing local fishers’ excitement at receiving a Conservation Award for our joint community-based management 
in the Philippines ; (e) co-hosting the first workshop on seahorse husbandry with partners at John G. Shedd 
Aquarium; (f) finding common ground with the Hong Kong Chinese Medicine Merchants Association; (g) 
participating in a CITES technical meeting as Chair of the IUCN SSC Seahorse, Pipefish and Seadragon Specialist 
Group. 

 

c. b. 

e. d. 

f.. 

a. 

g.. 

Project Seahorse has already been active in 38 countries Biology 

Trade Marine protected areas 

Partnerships 

Research 

Fisheries 

Policy Industry 



3. Creating new scientific discoveries and analyses 
My research has led to > 110 refereed scientific papers on seahorses, covering biology, 
management, trade, conservation and policy (1994-2019). I was senior or co-ordinating author 
for all, driving most intellectual activity while also training new colleagues. I have also produced scores of policy 
briefings, position statements, popular articles, technical manuals, and more on seahorses. In addition, I publish 
widely on marine protected areas, rapid assessment techniques, women and fisheries, and global policy, for a 
total of about 200 publications.  
 
 



4. Establishing marine reserves in the Philippines  
My team has generated 35 new no-take marine protected areas (MPAs) in the central Philippines to help seahorses and 
other marine life recover. All were implemented and managed by local communities… and have seen rapid increases in the number of fish and number 
of species. They also provide a launch pad for many other marine conservation activities, executed by a regional alliance (which we also catalyzed) of 1000+ 
subsistence fishing families. One of these community-based MPAs won an award as the best in the Philippines. 
 

 

Planning MPAs with the  
Philippines’ field team 

Anda – newest MPA (2016) 

Our Marine Protected Areas 



5. Developing and deploying vital, practical management tools 
We mobilize NGOs, industry and governments to be partners in conservation action.  We develop critical technical resources, each 
seminal in its context, that engage a wide range of stakeholders and collaborators, and that prompt conservation outcomes. From left: (a) Refereed monograph 
that first documented the global seahorse trade (1996).  It is based entirely on my field and detective work and led directly to all seahorse conservation and 
management efforts thereafter, as well as prompting the CITES listing. (b) Our first guide for 182 CITES Parties on how to judge sustainability of marine fish 
exports (2013). (c) Our reports on four early seahorse workshops for different management sectors (1998-2001).  (d) The first CITES technical identification guide 
for seahorses, which I co-authored. (e) One of our regional seahorse identification guides to help generate MPAs and fishing regulations for seahorses, based on 
our new global taxonomy of seahorses (2016).  (f) Numerous online toolkits so colleagues can help multiply our efforts. 
  
 c. b. a. d. 

e. f. 

Trade analyses Implementation tools Management reports Technical guides 

Multilingual approaches Holistic online toolkits Support policy 

http://www.projectseahorse.org/conservation-tools/2015/4/1/the-international-trade-in-seahorses
http://www.projectseahorse.org/ndf
http://www.projectseahorse.org/conservation-tools/seahorse-id-guide
http://www.projectseahorse.org/conservation-tools/seahorse-id-guide
http://www.projectseahorse.org/conservation-tools?category=Toolkits


 

6. Translating conservation policy into action 
We guide the 182 CITES member nations that are charged with ensuring export does 
not damage seahorse populations.  For example, since the 44 species are difficult to tell apart, we 
recommended starting with a single universal minimum size limit for all species, one that should allow most 
species to reproduce before they can be traded (2004). (a) Such an elegant approach was embraced by CITES 
and rapidly found favour with stakeholders such as the Chinese Medicine Merchants Association. (b) We 
document our advice as primary papers such as this one in Conservation Biology (2005). (c) We provide policy 
briefings to CITES Conferences of the Parties on seahorses and other marine fishes, to complement workshops 
that we led (2016). (d) As this AP article recounts, we were behind Thailand’s decision to ban its seahorse 
exports, which amounted to three-quarters of the global total each year. 

a. b. 

c. 

Stakeholder consultation 

CITES advice 

Policy analysis 

Trade research 

d. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1523-1739.2004.00157.x-i1
https://cites.org/sites/default/files/eng/cop/17/InfDocs/E-CoP17-Inf-52-Rev1.pdf
https://cites.org/sites/default/files/eng/cop/17/InfDocs/E-CoP17-Inf-52-Rev1.pdf


 

7. Expanding the global effort for seahorses 
I empower and support new colleagues all around the world to conserve seahorses and their habitats. Increasingly, one of my 
highest priorities is to mentor younger colleagues and those in developing countries to succeed in practical seahorse conservation. I am the founding Chair of the 
IUCN SSC Seahorse, Pipefish and Seadragon Specialist Group (established 2013), which is a suite of global experts with responsibility for co-ordinating and 
advancing conservation for 324 marine fish species.  We have published a definitive taxonomy of seahorses (2016) and completed IUCN Red List assessments for 
all species (2017). We are building our capacity to assist in-country colleagues with urgent conservation action for seahorses (e.g. Cambodia, Malaysia) and are 
working extensively with colleagues in China and India, using seahorses to influence MPA establishment and trawl management. As one way to bring experts 
together, we co-host SyngBio, the global scientific and management meeting for syngnathid fishes.  
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Over several decades of unwavering 
commitment, limitless passion, fierce 

determination, and exemplary integrity,  
Dr. Amanda Vincent has achieved quantifiably 
immense conservation outcomes for seahorses, 
one of the world’s most threatened and unique 

marine species. 
- Healy Hamilton, USA 

 
 

 

www.iucn-seahorse.org 

A day (or two) of work with Amanda marked a 
noticable change in my work. From not knowing 

how to focus my ideas, to having many questions 
and the tools to answer them… 

Diego Luzzatto, Argentina 

Very inspiring researcher that I look up to! Her 
decades of commitment to species conservation has 

had a significant impact on international policy. 
Miguel Correia, Portugal 

Amanda’s passion for syngnathid conservation has 
always been an inspiration to me, and her continued 

support of the collaboration with public aquariums as 
a partner for marine conservation has been incredibly 

motivating 
Paula Carlson, USA 

Dr. Vincent is the muse for decades of young women desiring 
to make a difference in marine conservation. She has broken 

numerous barriers in her passion and drive to protect 
seahorses and make the ocean a healthier place. 

Lindsay Aylesworth, USA 

If I have learned anything with Amanda it’s that 
conservation cannot be about 'people vs the rest of the 

world'. If you take care of people while showing them the 
surrounding beauty, the dichotomy vanishes. 

Nuno Monteiro, Portugal 

 “Don’t be afraid to make a decision, you can always 
change it later, when more data comes in, but if you wait 

for a perfect data set it will be too late”. Hearing this, 
allowed me to give myself permission to start making 

statements on conservation need, and designing 
research questions with the specific data gaps in mind. 

Lucy Woodall, UK 

Amanda started off as an inspiration, turned colleague, 
friend, mentor, and leader to me as I progress through 

my career in the world of conservation. 
Adam Lim, Malaysia 

Dr. Vincent is unquestionably the founder of 
seahorse conservation, and her work had a 

profound impact on my own career. 
 Heather Masonjones, USA 

Passionately involved in her struggle for 
seahorse and marine life conservation, 

Amanda Vincent has staggering energy and a 
wonderful ability to share it; she is not only 

inspiring, she leads you to take action. 
Patrick Louisy, France 

Comments from IUCN Specialist 
Group members Completed IUCN Red List assessments for all 

323 seahorse and pipefish species 

file://teamshare.ead.ubc.ca/team/Fish/Project%20Seahorse/Active/Communications/Indy%20Prize%202018/iucn-seahorse.org
http://dx.doi.org/10.11646/zootaxa.4146.1.1
https://www.iucnredlist.org/search?query=hippocampus&searchType=species
http://syngbio.squarespace.com/
https://www.iucnredlist.org/search?query=hippocampus&searchType=species


 

8. Engaging the world’s citizens in seahorse conservation 

We gather and use citizen knowledge to support seahorses, including to set up more MPAs. Recognizing that we need all possible 
partners to help secure a future for seahorses, we launched the iSeahorse website (www.iseahorse.org) and smartphone app for citizen science (2013). We have 
thus far obtained sightings of over 4300 animals around the world and have recruited eleven citizen trends monitors in Europe, Middle East, Africa, Australia and 
Asia, who survey the same seahorse populations repeatedly to a common protocol we created (iseahorse.org/Trends/OnlineTraining). Approximately 15% of all 
verified iSeahorse sightings have come from outside the species’ previously known geographic range, allowing us to improve planning and trade regulation.  We 
have already used iSeahorse sightings in the Philippines to set up one new MPA and one expanded MPA, with more to come. 
 

Our iSeahorse citizen science program has logged 
4300+ observations, 15% outside previously known 
ranges…  and led to two new no-take MPAs 

file://teamshare.ead.ubc.ca/team/Fish/Project%20Seahorse/Active/Communications/Indy%20Prize%202018/www.iseahorse.org
https://www.iseahorse.org/Trends/OnlineTraining


 

9.  Sounding the alarm about annihilation fishing 
Our new goal is to end bottom trawling, which extracts millions of seahorses annually while destroying their habitats.  
Trawlers around the world are now fishing without any particular target species in mind, scraping the bottom for whatever life they can extract.  All species-
focused management protocols become irrelevant.  Such random catch is largely sold as fishmeal for animal or aquaculture feed, often for tiny sums.  We have 
launched projects in India and China to highlight this annihilation fishing and to engage with governments on ways to control trawling.   
 
 

 

Discussing China’s trawl policy with National Director of Fisheries and 
Conservation Management, Beijing (2nd from right) 

Seahorse in pile of trawl bycatch 

Piles of trawl bycatch in India 

Discussing trawling with Director of 
National Fisherfolk Co-op, India (left) 

Fisher collaborator (leading on proposed 
new MPA for seahorses) extracts seahorse 
from trawl bycatch in China  

Doing trawl surveys in India 

Our new trawl toolkit 

http://www.targetourtake.org/
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Online
info@projectseahorse.org
projectseahorse.org
iseahorse.org
iucn-seahorse.org

  @projectseahorse
  @AmandaVincent1
  @HeatherKoldewey

Canada offi  ce
Institute for the Oceans and Fisheries
The University of British Columbia
2202 Main Mall
Vancouver, B.C.
V6T 1Z4 Canada
+1 604-827-5141

United Kingdom offi  ce
Zoological Society of London
Regent’s Park
London NW1 4RY
United Kingdom
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