
 

 
 

Seahorses are the ‘hidden elves’ that have 

been living in our shallow seas for over 20 

million years. They are unlike any other fishes 

as they are weird, rare, small, and cryptic . 

Moreover, seahorses are loyal to their mate, 

and it is the males who get pregnant and give 

birth!  

In China, seahorses are threatened and 

protected animals. There are at least six 

seahorse species living in China’s seas. All are 

classified as Threatened according to the International Union for the Conservation of Nature’s (IUCN) 

Red List of Threatened Species. On the National Red List of China they are listed under the ‘Second-

Class’ of protected species- something little known to many Chinese people!  

Seahorses are not only cute and threatened, they are also valuable for ecological and medicinal 

reasons in China. First, seahorses play an important role in marine ecosystem as they feed on bottom-

dwelling organisms and they are preyed on by other species, such as rays, sardines, and seabirds. 

Second, because they are generally sedentary, seahorses are charismatic symbols of the health of their 

seagrass, coral, and other habitats in shallow seas. In other words, declining seahorse populations 

usually means we are desertifying the Chinese seas that provide enormous benefits (e.g. food, 

livelihood) to us. Moreover, given that many traditional Chinese medicines employ seahorses to treat a 

range of conditions and ailments, it is critical to make their use sustainable. As imported and cultured 

seahorses are available, we must help China’s threatened 

wild populations to recover for the benefit of future 

generations. 

 

Cultured seahorses in a local farm in Dongshan, Zhangzhou of Fujian. 

 



 

 
 

Seahorses and their habitats are being threatened by non-selective and destructive fishing gears and 

illegal fishing. These gears, such as bottom trawls and dredges, are used to catch benthic commercial 

fishes, shrimps and crabs. But they ‘gorge’ almost everything in their path along the seafloor (including 

adult and juvenile seahorses), and destroy essential habitats that seahorses rely on, such as seagrasses 

and corals. 

 
The two major types of destructive fishing gears: a) bottom trawl (usually targets shrimps), and b) dredge (usually targets 

mussels and scallops). 

The profitable but illegal trade has provoked local trawlers (especially in the South) to target seahorses 

in China. This illegal ‘target’ fishing has imposed a great threat on seahorses as it results in the harvest 

of hundreds, or even thousands, of seahorses per boat per day at the high time after seasonal closure. 

Over past decade, Chinese seahorse populations have declined at least 75% because of these 

unregulated illegal fishing. If we don’t take actions right now, these protected animals may vanish in 

another decade. Indeed, we have already been warned by the vanishing of the High-crown seahorse 

(Hippocampus coronatus) in the deserted Bohai Sea.  

 

An example of wild seahorses being caught and traded 

illegally and openly at a China’s fishing port (Qinlan Port, 

Wenchang, Hainan Province). 

 



 

 
 

 

Wild seahorses basking on the roof of a local trader’s house 

near Da’ao Fishing Port, Dongshan County, Zhangzhou, 

Fujian. 

 

 

Specimen of the high-crown seahorse (H. coronatus, this is 

the only specimen kept in the Fish Museum of the Institute 

of Zoology, Chinese Academy of Sciences, Beijing). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


