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We are leaders in marine conservation, making discoveries and 
collaborating globally to take effective action for the seahorses and 
their seas. 

Our Big Mission

A schematic 
diagram of the 

many layers at 
which we engage in 

marine conservation research, 
management and policy. Project Seahorse 

has made research contributions and achieved 
measurable impacts in life history and ecology, 
marine protected areas, subsistence fi sheries 
management, community development, national 
law, international trade, global policy, and public 
outreach. Together, these initiatives advance marine 
conservation.

Project Seahorse is an award-winning team that has made measurable gains in marine 
conservation around the world. We build knowledge and then translate it into effective action, 
creatively and collaboratively. When confronted with a problem, we take a multilayered approach 
to fi nd solutions. This means we embrace many different ways of thinking at many spatial scales, 
with our work ranging from local seahorse populations to global policy and back again.

Front cover: Bargibant’s seahorse (Hippocampus bargibanti). 
Photo by Tom van Hout / Guylian Seahorses of the World

Big happy news
We plunge ahead with passion, hugely encouraged that both our 

practical conservation ventures and our research contributions have 
been endorsed at the highest levels this year.  

Our eff ective and enduring contributions to seahorses and 
the seas have been honoured with the world’s top award in 
animal conservation. Our Director, Dr. Amanda Vincent, is 
the recipient of the Indianapolis Prize in recognition of her 
work with seahorses and the seas.  
Project Seahorse takes great pride 
in this fantastic acknowledgement 
of our successes over the years, 

while remaining humbly aware of how 
much more we must do. We gratefully 

acknowledge the many wonderful 
communities and collaborators around 

the world whose energy and enthusiasm make such a 
diff erence during this voyage.

Amanda was also inducted as a Fellow of the Royal 
Society of Canada, the top scholarly body in the 
country.  We deeply appreciate how this award 
complements the Indianapolis Prize, together 
validating our great determination to integrate 
research, management and policy in a comprehensive 
approach to advancing marine conservation.  
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Dear friends,

My heart goes out to all of you in these most extraordinary times. 
I am deeply concerned with how you and your loved ones are 
faring in your communities around the world. 

Project Seahorse is deeply aware that fi shing communities 
have been among those hit particularly hard by the global 
pandemic. The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization 
has gathered briefi ngs on the impacts of Covid on fi sheries and 
aquaculture, which richly merit browsing. As Covid slowly recedes, re-
establishment of fi sheries will need to be managed carefully for ecological 
and social sustainability and equity.

In the midst of the chaos of Covid-19, it was both thrilling and awkward to be celebrating two 
great honours in 2020. I was named the recipient of the Indianapolis Prize, the world’s top 
award for animal conservation, in recognition of all that our Project Seahorse team, partners, 
collaborators and supporters (you) have achieved for seahorses and the seas. I was also 
inaugurated as a Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada, which is our country’s top scholarly 
honour. What a delight to be recognised both for generating knowledge and for applying it, all in 
one year. 

We also celebrated agreement towards greater global action for our favourite fi shes. In 
November 2020, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) voted to approve 
a Resolution we drafted, one that calls for collective support for Conservation of seahorses, 
pipefi shes and seadragons (family Syngnathidae). Resolution 95 now guides approximately 1450 
member organizations of the IUCN to take action on species assessment, habitat protection, 
fi sheries management, illegal wildlife trade and so much more. We look forward to working with 
all our new allies, for seahorses and the ocean.

While Project Seahorse certainly had to move away from our usual broad array of international 
projects and collaborations in 2020, we found myriad ways to be active and proactive on 
management and policy issues. A key venture is our plunge into supporting the United Nations 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) with assessments of how 
regulations are being implemented in ten key countries and territories around the world. We’ll 
share some fi ndings very soon.

I wish you all health and hope in 2021. We certainly need a safer world in 2022, for us and for 
marine life.

Yours, in conservation,

Prof. Amanda Vincent
Director and Co-founder, Project Seahorse

Director’s Message



Where we work

We are engaged in cutting-edge research and highly effective 
conservation action, in collaboration with governments, local 
communities, and other stakeholders, in 34+ countries and 
six continents.  

O F F I C E 

C U R R E N T  A N D  PA S T  P R O J E C T S :

B I O L O G I C A L  R E S E A R C H

F I S H E R I E S  A N D  T R A D E  R E S E A R C H

F I E L D  C O L L A B O R AT I O N

G O V E R N M E N T  C O L L A B O R AT I O N
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Amanda and Sarah running a CITES training 
workshop in Viet Nam.

Andaya Vincent photographing seahorses 
in San Antonio Oueste, Argentina. Photo by 
Amanda Vincent / Project Seahorse

Amanda Vincent watching H. hippocampus in 
France. Photo by Patrick Louisy
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Moving from Motions to Resolutions
We inspired the whole conservation world 
to agree on some really important actions on 
fi sheries, bycatch, ecosystem restoration and 
on conserving seahorses and their relatives.  
With near unanimity, the International Union 
for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) - an 
alliance of government agencies (~225), 
non-governmental organizations (~1100) and 
indigenous people’s groups (~100) - adopted 
four new policies (Resolutions) in November 
2020 that had their genesis with our Project 
Seahorse team.    

These exciting new Resolutions include:

#107 Reducing the impact of fi sheries on 
marine biodiversity

#023 Reducing impacts of 
incidental capture 

on threatened 
marine 

species 

#025 Ecosystem conservation, restoration and 
remediation in the ocean. 

All of these will play an important role 
in securing the success of our favourite 
Resolution 

#095 Conservation of seahorses, pipefi shes 
and seadragons (family Syngnathidae). 

The syngnathid Resolution encourages the 
IUCN to use iconic syngnathids to promote 
action on broad ocean issues. As some 
examples, it calls on all Members to (i) ensure 
that efforts to combat illegal wildlife trade 
include syngnathids and (ii) protect and 
restore important freshwater, transitional 
and coastal habitats. As further examples, 
it urges all IUCN State and Government 
Agency Members to (iii) enforce regulations 
on fi sheries, area-based management, habitat 
protection, wildlife trade and other measures 
and (iv) measurably reduce impacts of non-
selective fi sheries.  

We thank and applaud the many IUCN 
Member organizations (and particularly the 
Principality of Monaco) that co-sponsored 
these Resolutions. Now we need to help them 
achieve their full potential. 

The magic of seahorses excites great enthusiasm for marine conservation. These 
quirky fi shes come under pressure from many and diverse fi sheries and live in vitally 
important and threatened coastal habitats. By getting it right for seahorses – such 
as setting up marine protected areas, reining in bad fi shing practices, and regulating 
wildlife trade – we support thousands of other species.

Pregnant tiger-tail male seahorse (Hippocampus comes).  
Photo by Rudi Rombouts / Guylian Seahorses of the World

Saving seahorses

https://www.iucn-seahorse.org/iucn-wcc-resolution-95
https://www.iucncongress2020.org/motion/029
https://www.iucncongress2020.org/motion/027
https://www.iucncongress2020.org/motion/124


One-third
of seahorse 
species are 

globally threatened

Saving 
seahorses, 

saving the seas

Watch our
one-minute 

video*
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One-third
seahorse species are 

Data Defi cient 
and cannot 
be assessed 

* https://projectseahorse.org/saving-seahorses/

https://youtu.be/vI-OMXiXL_U
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Danajon Bank MPAs - 25 years later

Seahorses and other marine species need healthy marine ecosystems and good 
fi sheries management to fl ourish. Marine protected areas (MPAs) remove fi shing 
pressure and other practices that damage habitats and harm populations. By 
applying expertise in both biology and social work, we empower communities to 
establish and sustain MPAs that benefi t marine life and people alike.

Establishing marine     
   protected areas

About 25 years ago, we embarked on the fi rst 
of 34 marine protected areas that we have 
helped establish in a hugely biodiverse region, 
Danajon Bank, of the central Philippines. This 
seems a good time to refl ect on their origins 
and their continued evolution. 

It all started in a subsistence fi shing village 
called Handumon, as we launched the world’s 
fi rst seahorse conservation project in 1995. 
Fishers and villagers quickly embraced 
the idea of a marine protected areas, or 
sanktuaryo as they are known locally, where 
all fi shing was banned. They were rewarded 
for their efforts to create an MPA when it soon 
resulted in more fi sh, bigger fi sh, and more 
species. 

Other villages were inspired by Handumon’s 
success and asked for support in establishing 
their own MPAs. Over two decades, the tally 
grew to 34 MPAs all over the Danajon Bank, 
most of them no-take but some with zones 
for local fi shers. These MPAs were initiated 
and managed by villagers with support from 
our team of Filipino biologists and community 
organizers.

The MPAs we fostered have stood the test 
of time, proving resilient in the face of new 
pressures. Communities clearly value the 
MPAs and their biological importance, as these 
behaviours indicate:

• People take risks to protect their MPAs. 
Beyond setting boundaries, building 
guardhouses, and mounting guards, 
villagers often enforce the MPAs with great 
courage.

• Communities exclude even lucrative 
seaweed farming from MPA core zones.  
Indeed, MPAs are often the only areas 
not covered with the lines of seaweeds in 
village waters, which can raise ecological 
concerns.  

• Villages are growing their MPAs, covering 
more area and embracing more diverse 
habitats. As just two examples, support for 
the Handumon MPA saw it greatly expand 
in size in 2020 from 50 ha to 421 ha and 
the Guindacpan MPA was expanded from 
17 ha to an impressive 1,196 ha.
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MPA guards and guardhouse.  
Photo by Claudio Contreras Koob / iLCP

Survey marine life along transects set up in MPA.  
Photo by Luciano Candisani / iLCP

Plotting marine protected areas in the Danajon Bank using a 
satellite photo. Photo by Amanda Vincent / Project Seahorse

Measuring 
the long-term success 

of small-scale marine 
protected areas in a Philippine 

reef fi shery

Marine protected areas (MPAs) can be working 
even when things don’t seem to improve. Using a 

12-year time series, we found that no-take small-
scale (10–50 ha) community-managed MPAs in 
the central Philippines maintained fi sh biomass 
within their boundaries. In contrast, the nearby 
unprotected areas that were still fi shed showed 
signifi cant long-term declines in biomass. So, the 
MPAs made a difference by preventing further 

decline under heavy fi shing pressure, preserving 
populations to seed later recovery.
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Seahorses as an index of global 
fi shing pressure

Short-snouted seahorse (Hippocampus hippocampus). 
Photo by Luc Vanhalewijck / Guylian Seahorses of the World

Limiting Fisheries

Seahorses provide us with an index of global 
fi shing pressure, an index we have just updated 
and one that should alarm us. 

Five years ago, we used our fi eld surveys to 
estimate total seahorse catches from fi ve gears 
and in 21 sampled countries as 37 million 
seahorses per year. 

We have just updated this global estimate with 
more recent data, and our estimate of total 

catch now sits at 76 million 
individual seahorses 

annually from just 21 
countries.

The astonishing 
thing about 
these fi gures 
is that the 
boats we 
surveyed only 
caught about 

one seahorse 
per day. Think 

about what that 
means for the fi shing 

intensity in our ocean.

For seahorses - as for many other species - 
big catches mean big problems. Because no 
country carries out long term monitoring of 
their seahorse catches, we rely on stakeholder 
interviews to understand changes over time. 
Our trade surveys reveal that overfi shing has 
led to at least 12 seahorse species declining in 
number by at least one third over the last 10 
years.

A huge proportion of our estimated global 
total catch comes from the world’s vast fl eet 
of bottom trawlers; an estimated 83,000 such 
vessels operate just in Asia. These hugely 
destructive gears drag heavy nets across the 
ocean fl oor, catching everything they encounter 
and destroying habitats along the way. 

Bottom line: a few seahorses per fi shing trip 
is a VERY big deal. Now imagine what is 
happening to species caught in larger numbers 
per boat per day. Our seahorse index of fi shing 
pressure should raise alarm for a great deal of 
other marine life.

We’re determined to bring down this tally 
of seahorses in fi shing nets. Join us in a bid 
to #EndBottomTrawling. Watch our video 
and read more at projectseahorse.org/
endbottomtrawling

We are determined to reconcile fi sheries with conservation, at all scales. While 
small-scale fi shers collect wild seahorses by hand, the biggest threat to seahorses 
comes from bottom trawling. This indiscriminate gear catches thousands of species 
and destroys marine habitats, while also posing social and economic problems. 
We are now producing the research and making the connections that will help end 
bottom trawling, in favour of selective fi sheries.

https://youtu.be/OZ5XsQYEeDY
https://projectseahorse.org/limiting-fisheries/endbottomtrawling/
https://projectseahorse.org/limiting-fisheries/endbottomtrawling/
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China’s policies on bottom trawl fi sheries over seven decades
To pursue sustainable fi sheries, the world needs to constrain bottom trawling through effective 
management. Such change is particularly urgent for China, which operates one of the largest 
bottom-trawl fi shing fl eets globally, both in and beyond its waters. We completed the fi rst 
comprehensive review of China’s approach to bottom-trawl fi sheries over seven decades 
(1949–2018), identifying numerous challenges. Our review is intended to help policy making 
and implementation for bottom-trawl fi sheries management in China. We also hope to promote 
dialogue between China and other countries in fi shery policies for sustainable development, not 
least because most other nations also have signifi cant problems with trawl fi sheries management.

Trawlers in Mexico. 
Photo by Sarah Foster / Project Seahorse

Seahorse in trawler bycatch. 
Photo by Sarah Foster / Project Seahorse

#EndBottom 
Trawling
Watch our 
one-minute

video*

Nagapattinam fi shing harbour in India. 
Photo by Tanvi Vaidyanathan / Project Seahorse

Trawlers in India. 
Photo by Tanvi Vaidyanathan / Project Seahorse

* projectseahorse.org/endbottomtrawling

https://youtu.be/OZ5XsQYEeDY
https://projectseahorse.org/limiting-fisheries/endbottomtrawling/
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Catch and trade bans for seahorses
Bans on catching and trading wildlife will be 
ineffectual (at best) if the species is extracted 
anyway in non-selective gear. This is a key 
take home message of important new work 
by Tanvi Vaidyanathan, a PhD Candidate with 
Project Seahorse.

India’s Wild Life Protection Act listed all 
seahorse species under Schedule I in 2001, 
making all capture and trade of seahorses 
illegal. In the more than 15 years since the 
ban, little work had been done to assess its 
effects on seahorse conservation.  

Tanvi carried out new fi sheries and trade 
surveys in the state of Tamil Nadu (south‐east 
coast of India), which has historically been 
a hub for seahorse catches and trade. She 
found that seahorses were generally landed as 

bycatch, primarily by drag net 
vessels – which are small-

scale and sail-driven 
gears – but also 

by mechanised 
bottom trawlers. 

She estimated 
total annual 
catches to lie 
between 4.98 

million and 13.64 million seahorses for that 
area. She also found that catch per unit effort 
was higher when fi shing with active and non‐
selective gears (e.g. trawls) in seagrasses and 
other habitats created by marine life.

Fishers reported a decreasing availability 
of seahorses. Since most seahorses were 
obtained as bycatch in fi sheries that persist 
whatever the rules about catching seahorses, 
it is pretty clear that seahorse populations are 
also declining.  

In addition to having no meaningful impact 
on seahorse extraction, Tanvi discovered that 
the ban on trade in seahorses hampers our 
understanding of trade. Tanvi’s interviews 
with traders only uncovered trade of about 1.6 
tonnes even though catch estimates suggest 
11.21–30.31 tonnes of seahorses entered 
trade.

Tanvi’s work highlights that a fi shery and trade 
ban for incidentally caught species, particularly 
in a poorly regulated fi shery, adds little to 
no conservation value. Instead there needs 
to be a shift towards spatial and temporal 
restrictions, and enforcement of existing 
fi shery regulations.

We discovered a huge trade in seahorses for traditional medicine, curiosities and 
ornamental display. We then used our research and policy work to create global 
restrictions on export trade in seahorses, the fi rst for any fully marine fi shes. Our 
initiatives to improve implementation of export controls, with a focus on stopping 
illegal wildlife trade, continue to set precedent for marine fi shes.

Regulating trade

Tanvi interviewing stakeholders along the Indian Coastline - from West 
Bengal to Gujurat.  Photo by Tanvi Vaidyanathan / Project Seahorse
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Realities of offering advice to governments on CITES
It is good for conservationists to place themselves in government shoes when evaluating their 
own advice. We did just that for Thailand and its obligations to regulate seahorse exports under 
the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). 
Such role play led us to discover that our guidance on how Authorities should determine risks of 
exports was actually rather diffi cult for government to implement, especially if social implications 
were included. Despite the imperfections of our risk evaluation, however, it did still serve to 

support adaptive management, kickstarting 
important dialogue and monitoring. We are 
now working on a simplifi ed version of the 
CITES framework for non-detriment fi ndings, 
using an approach that is based largely on 
mapping overlapping layers of wild populations, 
threats and management measures to 
assess risk.

Currently there are 183 Parties to CITES.

95%
of the trade in 

dried seahorses 
is

illegal
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For a complete listing of our publications visit 
projectseahorse.org/resource

For more news visit 
projectseahorse.org/news

Publications
(peer-reviewed and key reports)

* projectseahorse.org/partner
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Take 
Action*

Partner with us 
to help seahorses 

and their 
seas

https://projectseahorse.org/resource/
https://projectseahorse.org/news/
https://projectseahorse.org/take-action/partner-with-project-seahorse/
https://projectseahorse.org/take-action/partner-with-project-seahorse/
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 The University of British Columbia 
hosts much of the team. Director and 
co-founder Prof. Amanda Vincent 
is a Professor in the Institute for the 
Oceans and Fisheries. 
www.oceans.ubc.ca

 O U R  H O M E  I N S T I T U T I O N S

O U R  M A J O R  PA R T N E R

Guylian Belgian Chocolates has been our 
major sustaining partner and sponsor 
for 20+ years, providing extraordinary 
support for our conservation research and 
management projects around the world. 
Indeed, Guylian’s commitment to marine 
conservation is matched only by the 
excellence of its delicious chocolates. 
www.guylian.com

O U R  F U N D E R S  &  D O N O R S  I N  2 0 2 0

Special thanks to an anonymous donor who for many years provided essential support to Project 
Seahorse. Thank you also to our volunteers and interns around the world for their enthusiastic 
dedication.

The Zoological Society of London 
is our other home base. Prof. 
Heather Koldewey, Project Seahorse 
co-founder, is a Senior Technical 
Advisor at ZSL and Associate 
Professor at Exeter University.
www.zsl.org

For past and present partners and donors see projectseahorse.org/about-us/who-we-are/

IUCN Species Survival Commission

Langar Foundation     

Munich Zoo

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association 
(NOAA)

Ocean Park Conservation Foundation Hong Kong

Synchronicity Earth   

Taiwan Forestry Bureau, COA   

And many more around the world...

Partners & donors 
Our sincere thanks to our partners and donors for their ongoing support 
of our work to advance marine conservation. Together we will save 
seahorses, and the seas.

www.oceans.ubc.ca
www.zsl.org
www.guylian.com
https://projectseahorse.org/about-us/who-we-are/
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