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A schemaƟ c diagram of the many 
layers at which we engage in 
marine conservaƟ on research, 
management, and policy. Project 
Seahorse has made research 
contribuƟ ons and achieved 
measurable outcomes in life 
history and ecology, marine 
protected areas, subsistence 
fi sheries management, 
community development, 
naƟ onal law, internaƟ onal trade, 
global policy, and public outreach. 
Together, these iniƟ aƟ ves advance 
marine conservaƟ on.
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We are leaders in marine 
conservaƟ on, making discoveries 
and collaboraƟ ng globally to take 
eff ecƟ ve acƟ on for seahorses and 
their seas. 

Project Seahorse is an award-winning 
team that has made measurable gains in 
marine conservaƟ on around the world. We 

build knowledge and then translate it into 
eff ecƟ ve acƟ on, creaƟ vely and collaboraƟ vely. 

When confronted with a problem, we take 
a mulƟ layered approach to fi nd soluƟ ons. 

This means we embrace many diff erent ways 
of thinking at many spaƟ al scales, with our work 

ranging from local seahorse populaƟ ons to global policy 
and back again.

Our vision is a world in which marine ecosystems are 
healthy and well-managed.

This vision embraces the need to reconcile conservaƟ on and human 
dependency on the ocean.

Our mission has three elements:

Project Seahorse is an interdisciplinary and internaƟ onal 
organizaƟ on commiƩ ed to conservaƟ on and sustainable use of 
the world’s coastal marine ecosystems.

We engage in connected research and management at scales 
ranging from community iniƟ aƟ ves to internaƟ onal accords.

CollaboraƟ ng with partners and communiƟ es, we use seahorses 
to focus our eff orts in fi nding marine conservaƟ on soluƟ ons.
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Dear friends,

Although 2021 was another unprecedented year, full of challenges, it also brought joys and opportuniƟ es. 
One of my greatest delights was receiving the Indianapolis Prize, the world’s leading prize in animal 
conservaƟ on, at a marvelous gala event in September. Huge thanks to everybody involved in the award 
and to all of you, the amazing colleagues, collaborators, and donors who have been instrumental in our 
successes for the past 24 years.

In grasping the opportuniƟ es from the Indianapolis Prize, we rethought our communicaƟ ons messaging 
and created a new website. We are proud to highlight Project Seahorse as leaders in marine conservaƟ on, 
making discoveries & collaboraƟ ng globally to take eff ecƟ ve acƟ on for seahorses and their seas. We now 
group our discoveries and our acƟ ons into four categories: saving seahorses, establishing marine protected 
areas, limiƟ ng fi sheries, and regulaƟ ng trade. 

During 2021, our work to save seahorses and save the seas prompted more refl ecƟ on on the need to end 
boƩ om trawling, an egregious form of destrucƟ ve fi shing that is devastaƟ ng for seahorse populaƟ ons 
and is rapidly becoming annihilaƟ on fi shing. This is where our Project Seahorse programme is so robust. 
First, to limit boƩ om trawling we play to our strengths in establishing marine protected areas and other 
exclusion zones. Second, by restricƟ ng boƩ om trawling, we increase capacity to regulate the number of 
seahorses in trade, one of our greatest areas of experƟ se. 

In addiƟ on to our measurable successes in management and policy, Project Seahorse is very proud of 
training new colleagues in marine conservaƟ on. This year we congratulated Dr. Kyle Gillespie (Canada) and 
Dr. Tanvi Vaidyanathan (India) for compleƟ ng their PhDs. We also welcomed fi ve new graduate students to 

Director’s message

UBC – from Brazil, India, Spain, and the USA – to join our 
ongoing students from MauriƟ us and the UK. 

All of us in Project Seahorse are proud to 
work with you for a beƩ er future for our 
world. 
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Prof. Amanda Vincent
Director and Co-founder, Project Seahorse



Where we work
Project Seahorse is a global leader in marine conservaƟ on. We are engaged in 
cuƫ  ng-edge research and highly eff ecƟ ve conservaƟ on acƟ on, in collaboraƟ on 
with governments, local communiƟ es, and other stakeholders. We are acƟ ve in 
six conƟ nents, in a variety of ways and at varying Ɵ mes. Our priority is always 
to have naƟ onal colleagues lead the work in their countries, with internaƟ onal 
cooperaƟ on and support. 
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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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Assessing all seahorses and their near relaƟ ves 
We completed the fi rst comprehensive assessment 
on the risk of exƟ ncƟ on for all seahorses, 
pipefi shes and their near relaƟ ves, using the 
defi niƟ ve InternaƟ onal Union for ConservaƟ on 
of Nature (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species. 
These assessments help us guide conservaƟ on 
eff orts and provide us with a baseline for a future 
analysis of how the conservaƟ on status of these 
fi shes is changing.

Few marine taxa have been comprehensively 
assessed for their conservaƟ on status, despite 
heavy pressures from fi shing, habitat degradaƟ on 
and climate change. Before 2017 only 18% of 
known syngnathid species had been evaluated. 

Project Seahorse led a collaboraƟ on with the IUCN 
SSC Seahorse, Pipefi sh and Seadragon Specialist 
Group that has now evaluated all 300+ species of 
the order Syngnathiformes*. 

We found that 18 of the 300 species (6%) are 
known to be threatened with exƟ ncƟ on, with a 
further 97 species (nearly a third) classifi ed as Data 
Defi cient. These may, in fact, be threatened and 
require further research to adequately assess. 

Most of the species know to be threatened are 
seahorses (Hippocampus spp.: 14/42 species, 
with 17 Data Defi cient) or freshwater pipefi shes 

of the genus Microphis (2/18 species, with seven 
Data Defi cient). It is clear that conservaƟ on 
planning and acƟ on are sorely needed if we want 
to maintain the diversity of this order of fantasƟ c 
fi shes. 

While threatened species occurred in most 
regions, the main exƟ ncƟ on risk was concentrated 
in a few specifi c areas: in South East Asia for the 
seahorses (Hippocampus spp.), in freshwaters 
globally for the pipefi shes (Microphis spp.), and 
in South African estuaries for some of the most 
threatened species (Hippocampus capensis and
Syngnathus watermeyeri). 

Primary threats to syngnathids are 
overexploitaƟ on, primarily by non-selecƟ ve 
fi sheries (such as boƩ om trawling), and habitat 
loss and degradaƟ on. ConservaƟ on acƟ ons need 
to eliminate or reduce these threats by curtailing 
non-selecƟ ve fi shing (ending boƩ om-trawling), 
protecƟ ng habitats, and prevenƟ ng habitat 
loss and degradaƟ on through polluƟ on, land-
use change, and destrucƟ ve fi shing. These vital 
conservaƟ on acƟ ons for syngnathids will benefi t 
many other aquaƟ c species.

* Seahorses, pipefi shes, seadragons and their near relaƟ ves.

The magic of seahorses excites great enthusiasm for marine conservaƟ on. These quirky 
fi shes come under pressure from many and diverse fi sheries and live in vitally important 
and threatened coastal habitats. By geƫ  ng it right for seahorses – such as seƫ  ng up marine 
protected areas, reining in bad fi shing pracƟ ces, and regulaƟ ng wildlife trade – we support 
thousands of other species.

projectseahorse.org/saving-seahorses

Saving seahorses
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The importance of 
naƟ onal conservaƟ on 
assessments

syngnathids, all seahorses or only a few species 
found within a country’s waters. Very few countries 
had government-led monitoring of syngnathids.

We will now generate support for the IUCN World 
ConservaƟ on Congress ResoluƟ on 95, which calls 
on state and government agency members to, 
“by 2022, ensure that the status of syngnathids 
is assessed and included in naƟ onal/regional Red 
Lists as warranted”. 
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While most conservaƟ on assessments happen at 
the global level, it is naƟ onal governments that 
are mandated to act for species conservaƟ on. 
We thus moved from IUCN Red LisƟ ng analysis to 
invesƟ gaƟ ng the conservaƟ on status of seahorses, 
pipefi shes, and seadragons at the country level and 
documenƟ ng naƟ onal regulaƟ ons to protect them. 
Globally, 40% of the 278 species of syngnathid 
fi shes are either Threatened (CriƟ cally Endangered, 
Endangered or Vulnerable) or Data Defi cient on 
the IUCN Red List of Threatened species. NaƟ onal 
conservaƟ on assessments are more diffi  cult to 
compile. Of the 140+ countries that are known to 
have syngnathids, we only found informaƟ on on 
naƟ onal assessments for 64 countries and with 
no informaƟ on for over 54% of countries. Of those 
64 countries, only 20% had completed naƟ onal 
assessments for syngnathids. 

In total, we were able to fi nd 98 naƟ onal 
conservaƟ on assessments for 52 disƟ nct 
syngnathid species (16 seahorses, 34 pipefi shes 
and 2 pipehorses). Only 34% of seahorse species 
had any naƟ onal conservaƟ on assessments, 15% 
of pipefi sh species and 18% of pipehorse species. 
No naƟ onal conservaƟ on assessments for 
seadragons were found. 

Focusing on priority species considered globally 
as Threatened or Near Threatened, our gap 
analysis revealed that only 13% of countries had 
assessed those syngnathids at the naƟ onal level. 
No countries in Africa, the Middle East or North 
America had any naƟ onal assessments for the most 
threatened syngnathid species. 

Specifi c regulaƟ ons to protect syngnathids were 
found in half of the 64 countries for which we 
could fi nd informaƟ on, but were patchy and 
unpredictable with many prominent gaps. Where 
they existed, regulaƟ ons covered either all 
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The challenges of fi eld work in 2021

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 
pracƟ ces that damage habitats and harm populaƟ ons. By applying experƟ se in both biology 
and social work, we empower communiƟ es to establish and sustain MPAs that benefi t 
marine life and people alike.

Establishing marine    
protected areas

The COVID-19 pandemic has changed all our 
lives in the last two years and its impacts and 
repercussions are many and far-reaching. When 
COVID hit, our team’s fi rst concern was, of course, 
our health and the health of those around us. 
That meant we had no choice but to defer many 
acƟ viƟ es in the fi eld, oŌ en aŌ er many years 
of planning and/or engagement. Much of our 
generaƟ on and applicaƟ on of knowledge takes 
place in countries where both seahorses and 
fi shing communiƟ es are found, and involves a 
signifi cant amount of frontline engagement with 
diverse people. InternaƟ onal work was obviously 
problemaƟ c but domesƟ c travel has also been 
hugely disrupted. 

Project Seahorse is proud of its role in generaƟ ng 
35 marine protected areas along Danajon Bank, 
a double barrier reef in the central Philippines. 
Work to support and strengthen these MPAs 
has conƟ nued under ZSL Philippines, with teams 
of Filipino biologists and community organizers 
serving fi shing communiƟ es in their iniƟ aƟ ves 

and aspiraƟ ons. Suddenly, however, ZSL Philippines 
staff  were hugely restricted in their travel to or 
around fi eld sites, both because of the health risks 
of connecƟ ng people and because of the new need 
for inter-island travel permits. Everybody involved 
had to fi nd new ways to advance conservaƟ on and 
maintain relaƟ onships while being fl exible in coping 
with disrupƟ ons and respecƞ ul of very real risks.

The challenges of supporƟ ng Filipino partners and 
communiƟ es became bigger and more frightening 
in December 2021, when Typhoon Rai, known in 
the Philippines as Typhoon OdeƩ e, ripped through 
the Philippines, creaƟ ng devastaƟ on. For 28 years, 
the people of Danajon Bank have been Project 
Seahorse’s great allies in marine conservaƟ on. 
These fi shing communiƟ es now urgently need 
support to rebuild homes and village infrastructure. 
We have established a GoFundMe page to help 
raise money for the people of Danajon Bank to get 
back on their feet with enough security to again 
dedicate aƩ enƟ on to their marine protected areas 
and other vital conservaƟ on iniƟ aƟ ves.

projectseahorse.org/establishing-protected-areas
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DevastaƟ on in the village of 
Handumon aŌ er Typhoon Rai 
ripped through the Philippines 
(Rosemarie Apurado)
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Trawlers in the Palk Bay region of Tamil Nadu, India, 
where most seahorse catches were reported 
(Tanvi Vaidyanathan / Project Seahorse)

10

For fi shers in India, the benefi ts of catching banned 
species exceed the costs

Limiting fisheries

Research by Tanvi Vaidyanathan in her naƟ ve 
India shows that there really isn’t much point 
creaƟ ng restricƟ ons that are not – even, cannot 
– be enforced. While bans on capturing animals 
are common in conservaƟ on, their success oŌ en 
depends on the commitment and compliance 
of stakeholders. Tanvi set out to fi nd out why a 
naƟ onal ban on seahorse fi shing and trade in India 
has been so ineff ectual, interviewing fi shers in Tamil 
Nadu state to understand their reasoning. 

Most importantly, almost all seahorses were caught 
by non-selecƟ ve fi shing gear like draggers and 
trawlers. Fishers felt that they might as well sell 
the seahorses, despite the ban, since the animals 
had already been caught and since enforcement of 

the ban was so lax as to be invisible. Fishers also 
expressed frustraƟ on that the naƟ onal ban had 
been imposed without consultaƟ on, given their long 
history of landing seahorses, so felt liƩ le sympathy 
with the restricƟ on.

Economic consideraƟ ons did play a role as well. 
These were seldom infl uenƟ al but owners and 
crew of small sail-powered dragnet boats did earn 
some useful money from the seahorses – their 
value was greater than boat operaƟ ng costs – 
especially during Ɵ mes when catch of the draggers’ 
primary species was low. The money was enough 
to moƟ vate the crew to sort the seahorses from 
the diverse catch when most species were just sold 
undiff erenƟ ated. In contrast, the crews of boƩ om 
trawlers made only recreaƟ onal money from selling 
seahorses obtained in bycatch while the owners of 
boƩ om trawlers made no money from seahorses.

UlƟ mately, regulaƟ on is likely to be ineff ectual if the 
authoriƟ es have liƩ le understanding of the fi shery 
or the fi shers. Given the challenges of banning 
landings and trade in incidentally caught species, 
conservaƟ on eff orts need to focus on reducing 
capture in the fi rst place, parƟ cularly through 
spaƟ al restricƟ ons on indiscriminate gear.eah

We are determined to reconcile fi sheries with conservaƟ on, at all scales. While small-
scale fi shers collect wild seahorses by hand, the biggest threat to seahorses comes from 
boƩ om 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 connecƟ ons that will help #EndBoƩ omTrawling, in favour of 
selecƟ ve fi sheries.
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Ending boƩ om trawling
Dr. Vincent and the Project Seahorse team are ever more determined to raise awareness about boƩ om 
trawling, and thus to promote conversaƟ on and acƟ on. Dr. Vincent spoke to the Royal Geographic Society 
(UK) and CNN about the detrimental fi shing pracƟ ce, how boƩ om trawling and the global wildlife trade are 
aff ecƟ ng seahorses and the seas, and what might be done about it.
Listen here: projectseahorse.org/Ɵ me-to-end-boƩ om-trawling

Managing data-poor 
marine invertebrate 
fi sheries 

A 
sa

ps
uc

ki
ng

 sl
ug

 (T
hu

rid
ill

a 
sp

.) 
ob

se
rv

ed
 a

t n
ig

ht
 o

n 
Da

na
jo

n 
Ba

nk
, a

 d
ou

bl
e 

ba
rr

ie
r c

or
al

 re
ef

 in
 th

e 
Ph

ili
pp

in
es

 (K
yl

e 
Gi

lle
sp

ie
 / 

Pr
oj

ec
t S

ea
ho

rs
e)

When we talk about marine fi sheries we tend 
to focus on fi shes, but what about the other 
95% of species, the squishy, colourful, fantasƟ cal 
invertebrates? These magical animals are under 
heavy fi shing pressure and a criƟ cal source of 
protein in developing regions but we know 
liƩ le about their response to fi sheries or their 
conservaƟ on status. Indeed, a criƟ cal problem is the 
lack of methods to assess and manage them. 

Our recent PhD graduate Kyle Gillespie tackled this 
tricky issue during his doctoral studies. Kyle used 
new techniques to assess a mulƟ -species, data-
poor fi shery in the Central Philippines, focusing on 
nine invertebrate species. In this fi shery, people 
hand-collect marine life from the interƟ dal zone 
in a method called gleaning. Kyle trialed a new 
procedure for applying size-based methods that 
need few data, and found a tool that can help 
achieve higher yields and larger, more producƟ ve 
populaƟ ons of target invertebrate species.

Kyle’s analyses revealed that the invertebrate 
populaƟ ons were being fi shed too heavily (at 
rates far higher than natural mortality) and most 
of the individuals extracted were below their size 
at fi rst maturity; they had not even had a chance 
to reproduce before they were removed from the 
ocean. It is clear that minimum size limits that are 

set carefully would greatly 
increase fi sheries yield while also 
reducing pressure on populaƟ ons. 

Kyle found that it is very important to consider 
spaƟ al overlaps between where the fi shery is 
operaƟ ng and where the target invertebrates occur 
if one is to really understand the eff ect of the 
fi shery. Despite being apparently very overfi shed, 
populaƟ ons of these invertebrates persist. It seems 
that spawners from elsewhere (probably deeper 
waters) may be supporƟ ng populaƟ ons in the 
fi shing grounds though larval transport or migraƟ on 
from adjacent areas. That makes it rather important 
that the fi shers not extend their footprint to extract 
from the source populaƟ ons.

projectseahorse.org/limiting-fisheries
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CITES makes a measurable diff erence to the 
trade in live seahorses
We’re delighted to report on what is probably 
the fi rst quanƟ taƟ ve analysis of how CITES* has 
infl uenced the internaƟ onal trade in marine fi shes. 
It was exciƟ ng to discover that lisƟ ng seahorses on 
CITES Appendix II – which we catalysed – appears 
to have led to reduced pressure of internaƟ onal 
trade for some of their wild populaƟ ons, those that 
are primarily fi shed for the live aquarium trade. As 
regulaƟ on of wildlife trade is one of our primary 
goals, such signs of progress maƩ er, especially 
given our leadership in this work for more than 
twenty years.

Even though the vast majority of seahorses are 
traded dried for tradiƟ onal medicine, the relaƟ vely 
small live trade for ornamental display is the main 
pressure on some populaƟ ons. We used CITES 
offi  cial data and industry interviews to invesƟ gate 
changes in the internaƟ onal trade in live seahorses 
over Ɵ me, exploring the infl uence of the CITES 
lisƟ ng and its compliance process called the Review 
of Signifi cant Trade. Our analyses included a global 
overview and an examinaƟ on of the two main 
desƟ naƟ on markets for the live seahorse trade: the 
European Union and United States.

We found that lisƟ ng seahorses on CITES has 
changed the live trade in two signifi cant ways: 

(1) volumes of live seahorses in internaƟ onal trade 
declined considerably over Ɵ me; (2) the live trade 
shiŌ ed from sourcing wild seahorses to capƟ ve 
bred ones. In contrast, the enormous trade in dried
seahorses remains very problemaƟ c aŌ er CITES 
lisƟ ng, with large volumes of smuggled seahorses. 

The diff erence between live and dried seahorse 
trade probably arises from smaller volumes in 
live trade, diffi  culty smuggling live fi sh, consumer 
preference for cultured seahorses, and good 
regulatory capacity of desƟ naƟ on countries. 
The missing step in assessing the value of CITES 
implementaƟ on for wild seahorse populaƟ ons 
is good monitoring to determine how they are 
actually responding to the trade changes we 
document.

Our fi ndings will be considered by CITES ParƟ es 
as they make eff orts to improve implementaƟ on 
of the ConvenƟ on for seahorses. These fi ndings  
are also Ɵ mely as CITES recently began a process 
to consider its role for conserving marine species 
traded for ornamental display. As well, CITES 
member countries will debate adding new marine 
fi sh species to CITES Appendices at the upcoming 
CITES Conference of the ParƟ es in November 2022. 

We discovered a huge trade in seahorses for tradiƟ onal medicine, curiosiƟ es, 
and ornamental display. We then used our research and policy work to create 
global restricƟ ons on export trade in seahorses, the fi rst for any fully marine 
fi shes. Our iniƟ aƟ ves to improve implementaƟ on of export controls, with a focus 
on stopping illegal wildlife trade, conƟ nue to set precedent for marine fi shes.

Regulating trade

projectseahorse.org/regulating-trade
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*What is CITES? 
CITES - the ConvenƟ on on InternaƟ onal Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora – is a 
criƟ cal tool for the conservaƟ on of wild animals and 
plants threatened by internaƟ onal trade. Seahorses 
were the fi rst fully marine fi sh species added to 
Appendix II in 2002 despite the ConvenƟ on entering 
into force in 1975. An Appendix II lisƟ ng means 
that all exports must be jusƟ fi ed as not threatening 
wild populaƟ ons, legally acquired, and monitored. 
Seahorses were also the fi rst marine fi shes to go 
through a CITES compliance process called the 
Review of Signifi cant Trade. As such, seahorses off er 
an important case study to understand how CITES 
acƟ on aff ects wildlife exports.

How is the 
CITES lisƟ ng for 
seahorses being 
implemented in Asia?
In another landmark analysis we looked at how the 
CITES Appendix II lisƟ ng for seahorses was being 
implemented in Asia. We focused on six countries 
that were primarily seahorse exporters – fi ve of 
which had banned most or all seahorse exports 
– and four jurisdicƟ ons that were key importers 
for dried seahorses. Globally, most countries that 
historically exported large numbers of seahorses 
report having suspended exports, yet high levels of 
dried trade clearly persist. There is an urgent need 
to raise awareness of and address such smuggling. 
Our study documents trade bans/suspensions for 
seahorses, invesƟ gates how such controls are being 
implemented and/or enforced, and explores the 
roles of government agencies in implementaƟ on 
and/or enforcement. We further highlight the 
strengths and challenges jurisdicƟ ons face in 
meeƟ ng their obligaƟ ons to seahorses, with an 
aim of generaƟ ng recommendaƟ ons for improved 
implementaƟ on of the ConvenƟ on.
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For a complete lisƟ ng of our publicaƟ ons, visit: 
projectseahorse.org/resource

For more news, visit: projectseahorse.org/news

* peer-reviewed journal arƟ cle
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 The University of BriƟ sh Columbia 
hosts much of the team. Director and 
co-founder Prof. Amanda Vincent is 
a Professor in the InsƟ tute 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 conservaƟ on research and management 
projects around the world. Indeed, Guylian’s 
commitment to marine conservaƟ on 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 1

Special thanks to an anonymous donor who for many years provided essenƟ al support to Project Seahorse. 
Thank you also to our volunteers and interns around the world for their enthusiasƟ c dedicaƟ on.

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/

ConvenƟ on on InternaƟ onal Trade in Endangered Species 
of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) Secretariat

Langar FoundaƟ on

One Percent for the Planet

NaƟ onal Oceanic and Atmospheric AdministraƟ on (NOAA)

Patricia Price

Taylor’s Wines (Wakefi eld Wines)

The Herbert W. Hoover FoundaƟ on

The Paul G. Allen Family FoundaƟ on

Victoria Principal FoundaƟ on

Various individual donors 

Partners & donors 
Our sincere thanks to our partners and donors for their ongoing support of our 
work to advance marine conservaƟ on. Together we will save seahorses, and the 
seas.
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Online
info@projectseahorse.org
projectseahorse.org
iseahorse.org
iucn-seahorse.org
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