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Part I
Introduction

Reducing non-tariff barriers through mutual 
recognition in fisheries in Cambodia, 

the Lao People’s Democratic Republic  
and Viet Nam: An introduction

Sufian Jusoh 

ASEAN member States are important exporters of fisheries products to the 
world market. In 2014, the 10 ASEAN members together accounted for 18.3% 
(30.6 million metric tons) of world fish production (167.3 million metric tons). 
Indonesia, Viet Nam and Myanmar are among the top 10 fish-producing 
countries globally. Indonesia alone accounted for 6.4% of world output while 
for Viet Nam it amounted to 3.8% in 2014 (Chan and others, 2017). Apart from 
Viet Nam and Myanmar, the contribution to trade by the other two CLMV 
countries – Cambodia and the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) 
– of fisheries products is insignificant even at the ASEAN level.

On the other hand, at the end of 2015, intra-ASEAN exports of fish and 
crustaceans, molluscs and other aquatic invertebrates, based on a 2-digit HS 
code, was $1,654 million compared with the exports by other parts of the world 
at $9,287 million, making the total world trade of $10,941.7 million.1 This makes 
intra-ASEAN fisheries exports, at 15% of the total export, rather less significant 
compared to the exports to the rest of the world.  

The chapters in this section deal with the possible utilization of Mutual 
Recognition Agreements (MRAs) by ASEAN members to further increase trade 
in fisheries products between them, which will also mean an ability to further 
increase ASEAN fisheries trade with the world. This is because through the 

1   For further details, space after see http://asean.org/storage/2016/06/table23_as-of-30-Aug 
-2016-2.pdf (accessed 12 June 2017). 

http://asean.org/storage/2016/06/table23_as-of-30-Aug-2016-2.pdf
http://asean.org/storage/2016/06/table23_as-of-30-Aug-2016-2.pdf
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utilization of MRAs, local producers and exporters will be able to increase the 
standards of process and production methods (PPM) and the final product itself, 
which will make the fisheries products more attractive and competitive in the 
importing countries. However, challenges exist to implementing the ASEAN 
MRA on fisheries. This includes challenges in preparing the domestic set-up 
that is necessary to implement the requirements of the standards, such as 
laboratory, testing services and human capital to man the required services. 
Another challenge is whether ASEAN members are even ready to enter into an 
ASEAN wide MRA, or whether they would rather deal with the issue on a bilateral 
basis rather than through an ASEAN initiative.

One of the main market access issues for exports from the newer ASEAN 
members, Cambodia, the Lao PDR, Myanmar and Viet Nam (CLMV), is how 
to ensure their exports can comply with the technical regulations and standards, 
such as those in the sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) measures set in the more 
developed ASEAN members and the developed export markets. 

While tariff rates of most goods have been reduced to zero, the use of non-tariff 
barriers, such as discriminatory measures, diverse product standards, import 
bans, import licensing, additional import requirements, technical barriers to 
trade and new import procedures, has been increasing. The ASEAN Economic 
Community Blueprint 2025 (AEC Blueprint) aims to minimize trade protection 
and compliance costs in dealing with non-tariff barriers (NTBs) such as in SPS 
issues by, among others, working on MRAs.2

The issue with the CLMV countries is whether they are able to economically 
benefit from MRAs, as they may lack the knowledge and technical capabilities 
necessary for ensuring that their products and services meet the standards set 
by the more developed nations; hence, the need to set up for share facilities 
as well as request technical assistance and capacity-building as allowed under 
the SPS Agreement of WTO and as envisaged in the AEC Blueprint.   
  
This section focuses on the exports of fish and fisheries products in Cambodia, 
Myanmar and Viet Nam. As the Lao PDR is a landlocked country, any 
examination of that country’s fish and fisheries products will be too insignificant 
to support any theory on the need for harmonization of, or MRA on rules and 
regulations in its fisheries industry. 

2 AEC Blueprint 2025, para. 10. iii.g.
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A. The question of harmonization or mutual recognition

In recent times, there has been an increase in the internationalization of 
regulations, including those pertaining to health, safety, consumer protection, 
the environment and labour markets (de Brito and others, 2016; Trebilcock and 
R. Howse,1998). To overcome these barriers, instead of having total 
harmonization, countries are increasingly working on international regulatory 
cooperation including MRAs (Nicolaodis, 1997). MRAs are a form of contractual 
agreement where countries, standards agencies or professional organizations 
(e.g., licensing bodies) agree to recognize the equivalence of another country’s 
technical regulations (or conformity assessment procedures)3 and SPS 
measures.4 

In the trade in goods, an MRA embodies the general principle that if a product 
can be sold lawfully in one jurisdiction, it can be sold freely in any other 
participating jurisdiction, without having to comply with the regulations of these 
other jurisdictions regardless of the differences in standards or other sales-
related regulatory requirements.5 In other words, under MRA arrangements, a 
process of approval can be obtained domestically by the producers and exporters 
set by the national law based on the same standards set by the destination 
country.

Thus, MRAs are trade-facilitative instruments negotiated and concluded – often 
in support of market access commitments – that reduce the costs and time that 
would otherwise be required to obtain product approvals or certification of 
professional qualifications. The exporters of goods and services benefit from 
the conditional recognition that such MRAs provide, while market regulators in 
the importing State essentially agree to forego any further testing or impose 
additional compliance requirements on the imported goods’ or foreign service 
suppliers (Nicolaodis, 1997). 

3 See, for example, the Agreement between the European Community and the United States of 
America on the Mutual Recognition of Certificates of Conformity for Marine Equipment, available 
at http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2004:150:0042:0086:EN:PDF 
(accessed 15 March 2014). 
4 See, for example, Article 4.2 of the WTO Agreement on Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures. 
5 The formula was originally stated by the European Court of Justice in its Cassis de Dijon ruling 
of the 1979 Case C-120/78. Mutual recognition appeared by judicial fiat when the court turned 
to a positive test – should home country standards be recognized as “equivalent” to those of the 
host country, and therefore replace them? This has been discussed in the ECJ in Cassis de Dijon 
Case C-120/78 Case C-120/78 Case C-120/78 and German Beer Standards Case 178/84 (1988) 
1 CMLR 780 decision, where the Court impugned a German law which required any product sold 
with the label “beer” in Germany to meet Germany purity standards. See also Hogan & Hartland 
LLP, 2003.

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2004:150:0042:0086:EN:PDF
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The potentially lower costs to businesses result from improved competitiveness 
due to lower compliance costs that result from being able to manufacture to a 
single standard as well as the removal of unnecessary barriers to trade. Without 
mutual recognition, manufacturers and exporters face several hurdles: (a) the 
need to learn the details of applicable standards and regulations; (b) the need 
to learn efficient and effective measures to assess compliance with product 
standards and regulations; (c) and the need to obtain certificates of approval 
that could lead to extra costs and which could contribute to a lack of 
competitiveness.

Nevertheless, questions remain as to whether countries should work on mutual 
recognition of rules or standards. Posner has argued that developing countries 
should adopt rules rather than standards because rules are easier to apply as 
well as reduce influence of politics in the judicial process (1998). In addition to 
the academic debate on whether rules or standards should be adopted, least 
developed and developing countries may face several challenges that are 
related to creating trust in the domestic system in order to ensure compliance 
with the rules or standards as agreed in an MRA. Parties to an MRA must be 
able to show trust in each other’s regulatory systems, structures and procedures 
for accreditation and conformity assessment, and demonstrate a certain level 
of technological development for a high-quality infrastructure. A lack of trust can 
be costly, as it may undermine the cooperative attitude of partners and derail 
the MRA scheme (Hogan and Hartland, 2003). 

B. Standards harmonization and Mutual Recognition 
Agreements in ASEAN

In an effort to promote economic integration in the ASEAN region, the AEC 
Blueprint 2015 encourages the reduction of NTBs in the ASEAN members 
through various efforts including the harmonization of standards and conformity 
assessment, the development of MRA and the improvement in the trade 
facilitation through among others the ASEAN single windows (Cadot and Ing, 
2015; Narjoko, 2015). The ASEAN Trade in Goods Agreement (ATIGA) which 
came into force in 2010, prioritises the elimination of NTBs through the traffic 
light system namely the green or justified NTB, amber whose trade restrictiveness 
could be discussed and red or clear cut NTBs. 

To enhance ease of trade in goods and to reduce NTBs in the ASEAN members, 
ASEAN has taken steps to harmonize standards and introduce MRAs on 
standards, technical regulations and conformity assessment in the region 
through the ASEAN Cooperation on Standards and Conformance to Facilitate 
Trade in the Region and the ASEAN Consultative Committee on Standards and 
Quality (ACCSQ). In 2004, the ACCSQ was mandated with the responsibility 
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to take steps to support regional economic integration, among other actions, 
by: (a) setting clear targets and timeframes for the harmonization of standards 
and their alignment among member States; (b) harmonizing and/or developing 
technical regulations for national application; (c) strengthening cooperation 
between the member States in the area of capacity building; and (d) convincing 
ASEAN members to consider modelling their technical standards and regulations 
on ASEAN harmonised technical standards and regulations.

The ACCSQ also oversees the implementation of three initiatives related to the 
six key elements mentioned above: (a) information exchange on laws, rules, 
and regulatory regimes on standard and conformity assessment procedures; 
(b) cooperation with dialogue partners; and (c) implementation of the TBT 
chapter in the ASEAN+1 free trade agreements. To assist the ASEAN members 
in moving towards harmonization of standards and conformance assessment 
measures, the ACCSQ has developed horizontal working groups for standards 
and conformity assessment procedures with a view to remove NTBs (Pettman, 
2013; Rully and Ponciano, 2015; Cadot and Ing, 2015). 

ASEAN has also developed a Policy Guideline on Standards and Conformance, 
which is intended to guide ASEAN bodies working in the areas of standards 
and conformance with the objective of facilitating the fast-track integration of 
priority sectors by 2010 and the realization of AEC by 2015. The guideline lists 
general provisions and principles specific to the harmonization of standards, 
the adoption of technical regulations, conformity assessment, post-market 
surveillance and transparency.
 
As part of the implementation of the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA), in 1997 
20 products were identified by the AFTA Council as a priority for standards 
harmonization in ASEAN. The harmonization, which was completed in 2003, 
was carried out based on 59 ISO, IEC and ITU international standards. ASEAN 
carried out the project to harmonize standards on the electrical safety aspects 
of electrical products and on the subject of electromagnetic compatibility (EMC), 
which involved 71 safety and 10 EMC measures. The harmonization was 
completed in 2004. 

The work started with an MRA for Electrical and Electronics. Signed on 5 April 
2002, ASEAN members notified their participation either in the acceptance of 
test reports and/or product certification and  agreed to work towards 
harmonization or regulatory regimes in the electrical and electronics sector by 
2010. During the harmonization exercise, the national standards bodies in 
ASEAN and similar bodies needed to adopt the international standards, based 
on the requirements of the ISO/IEC Guide 21 as their national standards or 
accept the direct use of international standards.6
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ASEAN members have also discussed a potential MRA in the fisheries sector. 
According to the ASEAN Sectoral Integration Protocol for Fisheries, which was 
approved by the ASEAN members on 29 November 2004 and entered into force 
on 31 August 2015, together with many other measures. The ASEAN members 
have agreed to accelerate the implementation/development of sectorial MRAs, 
and encourage domestic regulators to recognize test reports issued by testing 
laboratories that are already accredited by National Accreditation Bodies in 
ASEAN and which are signatories to ILAC and APLAC MRA. ASEAN members 
have also agreed to develop and implement MRAs in selected fisheries products. 

The purpose of developing the MRAs is to strengthen fish quality and safety 
management systems that support the competitive position of ASEAN fish 
products in world markets, including: (a) moving towards ISO/IEC 17025 
accreditation of national fish inspection laboratories; (b) strengthening capacity 
and acknowledging the recognized national laboratories; (c) risk analysis and 
equivalence agreements such as the MRA; and (d) promote the implementation 
of the quality and safety management systems among small and medium-sized 
enterprises in the ASEAN region.

Thailand, which is tasked with developing the MRA template, developed a 
template for MRAs on fishery products and presented it to the 20th ASWGFi 
meeting held in 2013 in Yogyakarta. The final draft template has been developed 
for submission to the twenty-first ASWGFi meeting in 2013 in Vientiane for 
consideration and future use on a voluntary basis. Currently, Thailand is 
encouraging other ASEAN members to sign the MRA, while it also develops 
the MRA between Thailand and Viet Nam and between Thailand and Myanmar. 
Although the plan for the MRA is being pushed back, it could be signed before 
2020. 

C. Papers on MRA and fisheries in this volume

The potential for harmonization and MRAs in the rules and regulations related 
to the fisheries sector in the CMLV group of countries is discussed in the four 
chapters of Part II of this book.

The first chapter, “Fish trade and policy: A primer on non-tariff measures” by 
Marco Fugazza, presents some novel results on the prevalence of NTMs in the 
fisheries sector. These results were obtained using a dataset recently released 
by UNCTAD. Six major stylized facts emerge. First, products of the fisheries 

6 For the list of the products see www.asean.org/?static_post=harmonization-of-standards-in-
asean-2 (accessed 7 March 2016).

file:///D:\Flash%20drive%20folders\ARTNeT research report\www.asean.org\%3fstatic_post=harmonization-of-standards-in-asean-2
file:///D:\Flash%20drive%20folders\ARTNeT research report\www.asean.org\%3fstatic_post=harmonization-of-standards-in-asean-2
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sector are affected more intensively by NTMs than products belonging to non-
fisheries sectors. Second, fisheries sector products are mostly affected by 
technical regulations, particularly SPS measures. Third, almost all countries 
impose SPS measures on all imports of fisheries sector products. Fourth, similar 
types of SPS measures and TBTs affect both fish and non-fish products. 
However, their incidence is much greater for fish products. Fifth, all products 
(or types of product) of the fisheries sector appears to be equally affected by 
NTMs. Sixth, no systematic relationship between tariffs and NTMs incidence 
can be identified.

Fugazza first reviews the state of the world’s trade in fish and fisheries products. 
The trade in fish and fisheries products is dominated by the developing and the 
least developed countries, while the developed countries remain the largest 
importers of the products. The chapter states that of all types of products covered 
by NTMs, fish and fisheries products are relatively more intensively affected by 
NTMs than non-fish products. Fisheries products are mainly affected by SPS 
and TBT measures; all countries on the UNCTAD database impose SPS 
requirements for fish and fisheries products. The chapter shows that the number 
of NTMs is much higher in the high-income countries, led by the United States 
and Japan, compared with the other countries. Fugazza also finds that small-
scale and artisanal fisheries face more difficulties in complying with sanitary 
regulations, including homogeneity in quality, best safety and handling practices, 
transportation and adequate packaging.

In the second chapter, “Exploring non-tariff measures facing fisheries trade in 
ASEAN: The case of Cambodia”, Seyhah Ven and Vutha Hing review the 
development of the fisheries sector in Cambodia.  Fisheries is a priority sector 
in Cambodia, mainly due to its contribution to the rural economy and food 
security. The sector has potential to grow around the Mekong River, the Great 
Lake and Tonle Sap. A large proportion of processed fisheries products are 
domestically consumed, with only a small percentage (7.5%) being exported 
in 2012, mainly to neighbouring Thailand and Viet Nam, for further processing. 
Fisheries exports by Cambodia, like many other least developed countries, face 
many NTMs that create barriers, together with the lack of knowledge and 
technical capacity among exporting firms as well as the lack of capacity for 
inspections on quality and safety standards of fisheries products. At the same 
time, exporters now face a new inspection method that has changed from 
inspection of final products to Hazard Analysis Critical Control Point (HACCP). 
In addition, more stringent private standards requirements are increasing the 
challenges faced by the least developed countries. 

Ven and Hing favour an ASEAN-wide initiative to accelerate the efforts to address 
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NTMs, which could be achieved through an MRA on standards and conformity 
procedures. To ascertain the possibility of any MRA or harmonization in the 
rules and regulations covering fisheries products, they examine the regulatory 
distance among ASEAN members. The authors find that the closer the regulatory 
distance between two jurisdictions the easier it will be to establish an MRA and 
to harmonize NTM regimes. 

The third chapter, “Barriers facing Myanmar’s non-implementers of the European 
Union HACCP standards system” by Wai Yee Lin, examines barriers facing 
non-implementers of HACCP standards of fisheries processing plants in 
Myanmar that hinder them from taking part in global value chain. Wai studies 
the impact and barriers created by the HACCP requirement on Myanmar 
fisheries exporters. The author discusses the need for closer collaboration 
between competent authorities of exporting and importing countries. In an ideal 
situation, the competent authority of the exporting country will integrate the food 
safety control system with those of the importing countries. This means, at the 
firm level, fisheries exporters are required to comply with the requirements of 
the importing countries through the competent authorities of the exporting 
country.

Myanmar’s fisheries exporters are required to implement the HACCP not only 
by the more advanced importing economies but also by the more developed 
ASEAN members, mainly Malaysia, Thailand and Singapore. This leads to the 
question of whether Myanmar should promote an ASEAN-wide MRA on fisheries. 
Myanmar may follow the example of Thailand, which promotes the use of 
bilateral MRAs. According to Wai, Thailand implements two models of MRAs. 
In one model, when exporting and importing countries have equivalence of both 
standards and inspection/certification system, the latter accepts the certificate/
certificate mark of export countries. In the second type of MRA, which is 
practiced, even though they have different standards but equivalence of 
inspection/certification systems with the certificate of the exporting country being 
based on the importing country’s (agricultural) standards.

In  the fourth and final chapter, “Barriers to fisheries exports in Viet Nam and 
potential roles of mutual recognition of standards for goods in ASEAN”, Tran 
Binh Minh and Vo Tri Thanh discuss the barriers to Viet Nam’s fisheries exports. 
The study shows that by the end of 2016, total exports of fisheries products 
reached $7.05 billion, a growth rate of 7.4% compared with 2015. Viet Nam’s 
fisheries exports face competition from Indonesia, India and Thailand, which 
has recently put pressure on the growth of the fisheries sector. Tran and Vo 
recognize that Viet Nam’s products mainly concentrate on frozen fish fillets (HS 
030420), shrimps and prawns. The country’s main fisheries export markets 
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have long been the European Union, Japan and the United States, while similar 
exports to ASEAN members are not as significant. 

Viet Nam’s fisheries exports have enjoyed huge reductions in tariffs. For 
example, fisheries products enjoy tariff elimination under the European Union-
Viet Nam FTA. Nevertheless, Viet Nam’s exports still face constraints due to 
NTMs. The chapter quotes a recent report by CIEM that SPS measures and 
TBT constitute the most popular NTMs in Viet Nam, as they account for almost 
37.5% of the current NTMs. 

To further ascertain the issues related to NTBs in the fisheries sector, the authors 
conducted a survey of 40 respondents, mostly private sector firms across the 
fisheries sector in Viet Nam. Based on the survey, they concluded that although 
opportunities have increased for the fisheries sector, barriers are also increasing; 
the faster the liberalization of sector, the greater the challenges that face 
Vietnamese firms.

D. Conclusion and recommended approach 

Any move towards an MRA, either under the ASEAN regional set-up or through 
a bilateral MRA, may lead to changes, upgrading and reforms in the domestic 
system of the CLMV country group. The chapters in Part II find that the CLMV 
group still face capacity and capability challenges in new standards set by 
MRAs. 

Such challenges include meeting compliance costs, such as those created by 
technology, skills and equipment upgrading. Another challenge is the setting 
up and functioning of conformity assessment. To be able to implement a mutual 
recognition arrangement, the CLMV group needs to have access to a conformity 
assessment body (CAB), either internally or outside the CLMV, for assessing 
the compliance of products with the standards of importing countries. The lack 
of such a body will render any mutual recognition arrangement ineffective. The 
CAB may take the form of a government-operated CAB, a private CAB or a 
CAB based in another country that offers its services to the exporting countries.  
It is also important for the CAB to work with the exporters and producers of 
products in the exporting countries, especially those that are new to export 
markets, to help them understand the significant impact of standards compliance 
to gain access to certain markets. 

In conclusion, any move towards any form of MRA in the fisheries sector will 
face a greater challenge on the domestic front in the CLMV countries, resulting 
in prolonging the time before any MRA in fisheries can be realized. 
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Part II
Chapter 1

Fish trade and policy:

A primer on non-tariff measures1

Marco Fugazza

Introduction

This chapter presents some novel results on the prevalence of non-tariff 
measures (NTMs) in the fisheries sector. They were obtained using a dataset 
recently released by the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD) secretariat. Six major stylized facts emerge. First, products of the 
fisheries sector are relatively more affected by NTMs and more intensively than 
products belonging to non-fisheries sectors.  Second, products of the fisheries 
sector are mostly affected by technical regulations and in particular sanitary 
and phytosanitary (SPS) measures. Third, almost all countries impose SPS 
measures on all imports of products of the fisheries sector. Fourth, similar types 
of SPS measures and TBTs affect both fish and non-fish products. However, 
their application is much greater for fish products. Fifth, no product (or type of 
product) of the fisheries sector appears to be more affected by NTMs than any 
other. Sixth, no systematic relationship between tariffs and NTMs incidence can 
be identified.

International trade is crucial to the fisheries sector, especially in the least 
developed economies. International trade can act as an employment creator, 
food supplier and income generator, thus contributing to food and nutrition 
security. In this context, international trade can be expected to play a core role 
as a contributor to economic growth and development. In its most recent report 

1  Additional resources for this chapter are available online at 
http://www.unescap.org/resources/trade-integration-within-asean-role-non-tariff-measures-
cambodia-lao-peoples-democratic



78

on the State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture, the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO, 2016) noted that the sustained 
expansion of trade in fish and fisheries products observed in recent decades 
has been fuelled by growing fisheries production and high demand. As a 
consequence, the fisheries sector has increasingly been operating in a 
globalized environment, a tendency that may intensify further. However, this 
may not only have positive consequences, as over-capture and acceleration in 
stocks depletion have already reached worrying thresholds. Sustainability has 
been at risk for several years; therefore, trade and its intensification, possibly 
driven by inadequate policy approaches and instruments, may not ease related 
concerns as discussed in a recent report produced by UNCTAD (2016). Two 
broad categories of policy measures are usually considered – tariffs and NTMs. 
While the former category is somewhat narrowly defined, the latter encompasses 
a large number of heterogeneous policy instruments, including SPS measures, 
and quantity restrictions or subsidies. Both categories can be applied to imports 
or exports. Before being in a position that could allow conclusions to be drawn 
about the appropriateness of using this set of instruments, a clear assessment 
of their prevalence is necessary and, eventually, unavoidable. Such an exercise 
is also necessary to establish any possible relationship between these 
instruments and the possible consequences in terms of trade and economic 
performance. However, data on policy instruments other than tariffs remain 
scarce, especially within a consistent multi-country framework. 

This chapter presents an analysis of the prevalence of NTMs, using a novel 
dataset recently released by UNCTAD.2 Although the reference sample remains 
limited in terms of country coverage, the countries included account for more 
than 80% of world fish trade. As a consequence, the picture obtained is a precise 
reflection of the types of NTMs implemented around the world, especially in 
major destination markets. The chapter also presents some descriptive statistics 
related to tariffs and offers an integrated view of two major policy instruments 
implemented in the fisheries sector. Subsidies were not part of the study due 
to limited data availability. 

The analysis allows the formulation of several stylized facts. First, products of 
the fisheries sector are affected more by NTMs, and more intensively, than 
products belonging to non-fisheries sectors.  Second, fisheries sector products 
are mostly affected by technical regulations, and in particular by SPS measures. 

2 NTM data collected by UNCTAD can be downloaded using the WITS extraction software 
maintained by the World Bank, accessible at wits.worldbank.org.
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Third, almost all countries impose SPS measures on all imports of fisheries 
sector products. Fourth, similar types of SPS measures and TBTs affect both 
fish and non-fish products. However, their incidence is much larger in the case 
of fish products. Fifth, no product (or type of product) of the fisheries sector 
appears to be more affected by NTMs than that of any other. Sixth, no systematic 
relationship between tariffs and NTMs incidence was identified. 

The chapter is organized as follows. Section A provides an overview of trade 
flows and their main actors in the fisheries sector. Section B presents some 
major characteristics of NTM data collected by UNCTAD, and it discusses some 
possible limitations to their use. Stylized facts based on the NTM data are 
considered in Section C. Section D investigates how the incidence of tariffs and 
NTMs relate to each other. Section E discusses possible implications for small-
scale and artisanal fisheries. Section F presents some possible implications for 
policy-making, and indicates desirable directions for further and deeper 
investigation. 

A. Fish trade: An overview

Fish and fishery products constitute one of the most-traded segments of the 
world’s food sector. According to FAO (2106) figures, about 78% of seafood 
products are estimated to be susceptible to international trade competition. The 
fisheries sector trade has displayed a strong upward progression in value 
between 2000 and 2015 (table 1). Its value has more than doubled, despite 
slowing down since the financial crisis of 2008 and a drop of about 20% in 2015. 
In relative terms, however, fisheries trade has grown less rapidly than total trade 
in most years. Moreover, its share of total trade has remained below 1% over 
the past 15 years (table 2). It was equal to 0.87% in 2000 and then fell to 0.71% 
in 2014. Fisheries trade deceleration has proved to be weaker than that of total 
trade in 2015; as a result, its share moved up to 0.74% during that year. Table 
3 reveals that the largest group of products traded is raw fish, either fresh or 
chilled or frozen, representing 50% of total fisheries exports in 2015 and 44% 
in 2000. The second largest group includes crustaceans and molluscs either 
fresh or chilled or frozen. Its share in fisheries trade was equal to 27% in 2015 
while it was equal to 34% in 2000. The third largest group of fish products is 
not preparations – the share of which has remained stable at about 5% over 
the whole period – but oils and fats and other products unfit for human 
consumption, with a share that has increased slightly since 2000 and was about 
19% in 2015.
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Product group 2000 2005 2010 2013 2014 2015

Fresh, chilled and frozen 100 153 213 251 261 238
Dried, salted and smoked 100 131 184 204 217 198
Crustaceans and molluscs 100 114 136 165 188 172
N.E.S. 100 146 197 255 255 228

Total 100 138 183 221 233 212

Sector 2000 2005 2010 2013 2014 2015

Fresh, chilled and frozen 0.38 0.36 0.35 0.34 0.35 0.36
Dried, salted and smoked 0.04 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03
Crustaceans and molluscs 0.29 0.21 0.17 0.17 0.19 0.20
N.E.S. 0.15 0.14 0.13 0.13 0.13 0.14

Total 0.87 0.74 0.68 0.67 0.71 0.74

Product group 2000 2005 2010 2013 2014 2015

Fresh, chilled and frozen 44 49 51 50 49 50

Dried, salted and smoked   5   5   5   5   5   5

Crustaceans and molluscs 34 28 25 25 27 27

N.E.S. 17 18 19 20 19 19

Table 2. Share in total world exports (%)

Source: Author’s calculation based on the UNCTADstat World Statistical Database.

Table 3. Share in world fisheries exports (%)

Source: Author’s calculation based on the UNCTADstat World Statistical Database.

Table 1. Growth in world exports

Source: Author’s calculation based on the UNCTADstat World Statistical Database.
Note: The year 2000 represents the base year. All exports values are expressed in terms of export 
values in 2000.
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Table 4. Country groups participation in world fisheries exports (%)

Source: Author’s calculation based on the UNCTADstat World Statistical Database.

Table 4 shows various country groups shares of world exports and imports. In 
terms of exports, developing countries (excluding China and least developed 
countries) account for nearly 40% of world exports but only close to 23% of 
world imports. While the former has decreased slightly since 2000, the latter 
has doubled. Demand has been growing significantly in developing countries 
and this is without counting China. China’s share in total imports more than 
doubled since 2000, reaching 5.3% in 2015, making it the largest exporter of 
fish and fish products in that year. Its share in total exports increased from 7.3% 
in 2000 to more than 15% in 2015. The experience of the least developed 
countries shows greater contrast, as their share of world imports more than 
doubled after 2000 but still remained below 1% in 2015. In terms of exports, 
their presence on international markets fell during the 15-year period covered 
by this study, moving from 3.2% in 2000 to 2.5% in 2015. Developed countries 
also lost some of their predominant role in world imports in 2000, benefiting 
developing countries and China. Nonetheless, developed countries still 
represented 70% of total imports in 2015.

On the exports side, the share of developed countries also decreased during 
the same period. It was equal to 46.2% in 2000 and to about 41% 15 years 
later. In other words, some convergence was observed in terms of supply 
influence on international markets between developing and developed countries. 
If China is included with the developing countries group this shift in market 
influence is even sharper. Figures for transition economies suggest some (re)
vitalization of the sector, especially between 2000 and 2005, with mitigating 
tendencies afterwards. They represented 2.3% of world exports and 2.5% of 
world imports in 2015. Shares were computed for some additional subgroups, 
i.e., African least developed countries, Island least developed countries plus 
Haiti and small island developing States (SIDS) (UNCTAD definition). While 
import shares increased – even if only slightly – for the three subgroups, their 
export performance varied. While the share of SIDS exports showed an 
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3 Set of figures (1AE-5AE) referring to herewith described statistical breakdown of world trade 
shares of the four major fish product groups for seven country groups are available in the 
electronic format as an appendix to this book. Please visit the publication page at  http://www.
unescap.org/resources/trade-integration-within-asean-role-non-tariff-measures-cambodia-lao-
peoples-democratic

increased after 2000, that of African least developed countries decreased. The 
share of Island least developed countries remained somewhat constant during 
the same period. 

Despite tiny overall shares in world trade and a somewhat stagnant performance 
during 2000-2015, exports of fish and fish products remained essential to many 
economies.3 Statistics is available for the shares of world and group aggregates, 
both in imports and in exports, of the four major fish products groups defined 
previously as seven different country groups. As far as developing countries 
(least developing countries and China excluded) are concerned (see figure 
1AE3), exports of fish products represent a large share of world exports, i.e., 
up to 50% for crustaceans and molluscs, about 40% for the N.E.S. group 
(essentially fats and oils, and products unfit for human consumption) and about 
30% for fresh, chilled and frozen fish in 2015. Despite this strong presence of 
fish products in international markets, exports represent only slightly more than 
1% of the group’s total exports.  At the same time, developing countries are 
also large importers of fish products. They account for an average of 20% of 
world imports of fish products, which corresponds to about 0.7% of the group’s 
total imports. 

The least developed countries’ exports of fish products represent about 10% 
of world exports by that sector (figure 2AE3). Their largest share in world exports 
is observed for crustacean and mollusc products. Fish exports represent about 
2% of the group’s total exports. Imports of fish products by least developed 
countries account for about 2.5% of world imports of these products, and are 
concentrated in processed products or other animal products not produced 
domestically.

As mentioned above, China is the largest exporter of fish and fish products 
overall. That country’s performance has recently been driven by significant 
increases in exports of fats and oils as well as products unfit for human 
consumption. Fish and fish products represent about 2% of China’s total exports, 
which is a large share compared with world aggregates and the figures for other 
country groups. China’s imports are driven mostly by imports in the crustacean 
and molluscs subsector and the fresh, chilled and frozen fish subsector (figure 
3AE3).
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Statistics indicate that there are two dominant sectors in developed countries 
exports, i.e., fresh frozen and chilled fish and processed fish products. In both 
cases, the share of developed countries is around 60%. Developed countries 
are large importers in all sectors, and that fish and fish products represent about 
1% of their total imports (figure 4AE3). 

Transition economies, export essentially fresh, chilled and frozen fish together 
with dried, slated and smoked fish products, of which the shares in world exports 
never exceed 4%. Imports are also predominantly found in these two sectors 
(figure 5AE3).

B. Non-tariff measures data4

1. Reference groups: Countries and products

Information on NTMs is available for 56 reporting countries, but only for a single 
year. Reference years vary from 2012 to 2016. Source information refers to 
6-digit products as defined in the fourth version of the Harmonization System 
classification, adopted in January 2012. In that version of the HS classification, 
223 products (from raw products to semi-processed or processed products) 
were identified as being part of this study’s reference group.5 Note, however, 
that the HS-2012 classification does not allow any distinction between capture 
and aquaculture origin. This may be seen as a strong limitation in the current 
context of aquaculture production’s rapid expansion. Further analysis based on 
regulatory texts may help to identify those NTMs related exclusively to products 
from aquaculture. The issue is discussed in the last section of this chapter. 

Other classifications are used to define specific subgroups, i.e., the Classification 
by Broad Economic Categories (BEC)6 and the Central Product Classification 
(CPC) Ver.2.1 released in August 2015.7 

4 Figures reported hereafter are based on UNCTAD NTM data as of December 2016.
5 Although the number of products remains far below the number of fisheries species, the 2012 
version of the HS classification is a true improvement with regard to earlier HS versions, especially 
in terms of coverage of fisheries species originating in developing countries. Such improvements 
were made possible by close collaboration between the World Customs Organization and FAO. 
Compared with HS 2007 for fish and fishery products, the 2012 version saw the implementation 
of about 190 amendments and the introduction of about 90 new commodities (species by different 
product form). Within the limits of the available codes, the classification was restructured according 
to main groups of species of similar biological characteristics. The new version of the HS classification 
entered into force on 1 January 2017. It includes further amendments for fisheries species and/or 
product forms that need to be monitored for food security purposes and/or for better management 
of fisheries, in particular for conservation of potentially endangered species.
6 See https://unstats.un.org/unsd/cr/registry/regcst.asp?Cl=10&Lg=1 for a detailed description.
7 See http://unstats.un.org/unsd/cr/registry/cpc-21.asp for a detailed description.
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The following analysis and reported statistics are based on NTMs applicable 
to all countries without discrimination. This type of measure is referred to as 
MFN-NTMs. Information on NTMs applied either bilaterally or plurilaterally does 
exist. However, its treatment requires a deep qualitative investigation to identify 
any overlapping elements with MFN-NTMs in place, especially those referring 
to regulatory stringency. Some bilateral measures, for example, could be a 
waiver of some MFN-NTMs. This would go beyond the scope of this study which 
provides an overall view of NTM prevalence. NTMs are classified according to 
the 2012 version of the UNCTAD/MAST NTM classification, as discussed in 
section A.

2. Definition of non-tariff measures

NTMs encompass all measures affecting the conditions of international trade, 
including policies and regulations that restrict trade as well as those that facilitate 
it.8 For practical purposes, the commonly used definition of NTMs is: “Non-tariff 
measures (NTMs) are policy measures, other than ordinary customs tariffs, that 
can potentially have an economic effect on international trade in goods, changing 
quantities traded, or prices or both.”9

Frequently, NTMs are erroneously referred to as non-tariff barriers (NTBs). The 
difference between the two terms is that NTMs include a wider set of measures 
than NTBs, the latter term only being used to describe discriminatory NTMs 
imposed by Governments to favour domestic over foreign suppliers. In the past, 
most NTMs essentially took the form of quotas or voluntary export restraints, 
the so-called core NTMs. As these measures are restrictive by design and have 
a clear tariff equivalent, at least from a theoretical point of view, the term barrier 
was used. Nowadays policy interventions take many more forms, and it is 
therefore more accurate to refer to them as measures instead of barriers, to 
underline the fact that a measure may not necessarily be trade- or welfare-
reducing. 

Table 5 contains the various categories identified in the UNCTAD/MAST 2012 
classification. Import-related measures are separated from export-related ones. 
Within the import-related measures there is a divide between technical and 
non-technical measures.10 

8 See UNCTAD, 2013, for an extensive presentation and discussion.
9 See UNCTAD, 2010, for a precise motivation.
10 A brief description of each category is provided in annex 1 of this study. The complete classification 
can be downloaded from http://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/ditctab20122_en.pdf.
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The data collected for countries in the reference sample cover measures from 
chapters A to G, and chapter P. Because of objective difficulties in the collection 
of data on some measures, data covering other types of measures, i.e., those 
related to chapters I to O, were either not actively collected or only collected 
for a restricted group of countries.

Table 5. UNCTAD/MAST* NTM classification (2012 version)

* MAST stands for Multi-Agency Support Team which was established in 2006 to work on the 
taxonomy of non-tariff measures.

1 
 

 
Country group 2000 2005 2010 2013 2014 2015 

    Ex.     
Im.     Ex.    

Im. Ex.   
Im. Ex.    

Im. Ex.   
Im. Ex.   

Im. 
DVG-China-least developed countries 41.5 13.6 37.2 15.0 36.2 19.2 37.6 20.3 40.0 21.2 37.5 22.7 
Least developed countries 3.2 0.3 2.9 0.4 2.4 0.5 3.0 0.8 2.5 0.8 2.5 0.8 
China 7.0 2.2 10.6 3.6 12.7 4.2 14.7 4.7 14.9 5.2 15.3 5.3 
Developed countries 46.2 85.7 50.6 75.0 46.2 73.1 42.7 68.8 42.9 69.7 40.6 70.0 
Transition 0.8 0.9 1.0 2.5 2.5 3.5 2.6 4.1 2.5 3.6 2.5 2.3 
Least developed countries, Africa 1.9 0.2 1.7 0.3 1.3 0.4 1.4 0.7 1.3 0.7 1.3 0.6 
Island least developed countries plus Haiti 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.0 
Small island developing States 1.0 0.3 1.1 0.5 1.1 0.6 1.4 0.8 1.3 0.8 1.3 0.7 

 
 

 
Imports 

Technical 
measures 

A Sanitary and phytosanitary measures. 
B Technical barriers to trade. 
C Pre-shipment inspection and other formalities. 

Non-technical 
measures 

D Contingent trade-protective measures. 
E Non-automatic licensing, quotas,  

 
prohibitions and quantity-control 

 
measures other than for SPS or TBT 

 
reasons. 

F Price-control measures, including 

 
additional taxes and charges. 

G Finance measures. 
H Measures affecting competition. 
I Trade-related investment measures. 
J Distribution restrictions. 
K Restrictions on post-sales services. 
L Subsidies (excluding export subsidies 

 
under p7). 

M Government procurement restrictions. 
N Intellectual property. 
O Rules of Origin. 

Exports 
 P Export-related measures 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

C. Non-tariff measures in fisheries trade: Stylized facts

Several incidence measures are used to qualify the presence of NTMs in 
fisheries trade. Standard incidence measures are the so-called inventory-based 
measures. This study refers extensively to two standard and widely-used 
measures, i.e., the coverage ratio and the frequency index.11 However, the study 
also uses as a measure of NTM incidence the number of types of measures 
applied on average to each product.12 This type of indicator provides more 
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11 Both measures take values between 0 and 1 (or 0 and 100 depending on the application of a 
scale normalization of not). See Fugazza, 2013, for a detailed definition of these two measures.
12 Average number of NTMs types refers to the number of measures belonging to different sub-groups 
of the UNCTAD NTMs classification and not the absolute number of measures itself. The latter 
could reflect differences in legal and law-making frameworks without necessarily translating into 
more or less stringent regulations. In other words, if two or more measures of the same type are 
reported, that is belonging to the same group corresponding to the highest level of disaggregation 
(2 or 3-digit) they are by default counted as one in the following sections.
13 Trade data are taken from the UN COMTRADE international trade statistics database as of 
December 2016 downloadable at https://comtrade.un.org/. Although figures displayed in section 1 
are based on the UNCTADstat database, the root data source remains the United Nations Com-
trade database, ensuring that consistency is respected.

precise information about the pervasiveness of NTMs in cases where coverage 
ratios and frequency indices do not vary much across countries and products, 
and are close to their maximum value. As coverage ratios are only relevant to 
strictly positive trade flows, other indicators are also computed based only on 
strictly positive trade flows.13 Reference is also made to zero trade flows in some 
specific tables and figures, wherever relevant. Information related to zero trade 
flows could also be informative in terms of market access conditions. We discuss 
the scope and relevance of usage is discussed in section F of this chapter. 
Figures and tables reported below were obtained using import-related measures 
information only.

1. NTM types

Most products are affected by NTMs. Most of those affected not only face 
multiple NTMs that, in most circumstances, are also different. This possibly 
increases complexity in fulfilling regulatory requirements. Table 6 illustrates this 
point. As far as fish and fish products are concerned, less than 3% of total 
positive import relationships identified at the importer and product levels are 
unaffected by any NTMs. NTM-free relationships were found for a limited number 
products and countries. The most represented ones are Afghanistan, Ecuador 
and Costa Rica, essentially involving fillet products. However, more than 90% 
of import relationships face at least two types of NTMs while 35% face at least 
four. Table 7 provides corresponding figures for non-fish products. It was found 
that a quarter of import relationships are not affected by any NTM and only 20% 
are affected by more than four types of NTMs. 

Fish and fish products are relatively more affected by NTMs and more intensively 
than non-fish products. Table 8 reports the incidence of NTMs by chapter, based 
on prevalence ratios. Shares are not expected to amount to 100 as import 
relationships can be affected by several NTMs. It shows that for fish and fish 
products, about 93% of all import relationships are affected by an SPS measure 
(Chapter A), more than 82% by a TBT measure (Chapter B) and about 41% by 
a pre-shipment-related measure (Chapter C). Among non-technical regulations, 
price-control measures (Chapter F) are the most prevalent. About 50% of import 
relationships are affected by this group of measures. 
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Corresponding figures for non-fisheries products are much lower, as shown in 
table 9. SPS (Chapter A) measures affect about 25% of import relationships, 
while TBT (Chapter B) measures affect about 52% and inspection-related 
measures affect about 24%. As to non-technical regulations price control 
measures (Chapter F) are also the most prevalent and affect about 43% of all 
import relationships.

Fish and fish products are thus mainly affected by technical regulations, 
particularly SPS measures. Almost all countries impose SPS measures on all 
imports of fish and fish products.

Table 6. Number of reporter-product (fish products only) observations, 
with positive imports, affected by different types of NTMs 

(at least one measure by type)

Table 7. Number of reporter-product (non-fish products) observations, 
with positive imports, affected by different types of NTMs (at least one 

measure by type)

 Number of  Number of import Share in total (%) Share in  
 affected  NTM types relationships  (%)
 0 173 2.76 
 1 364 5.81 5.97
 2 2 040 32.54 33.46
 3 1 540 24.56 25.26
 4 1 629 25.98 26.72
 5 375 5.98 6.15
 6 149 2.38 2.44
  6 270  

 Number of  Number of import Share in total (%) Share in  
 affected  NTM types relationships  (%)
 0 55 519 25.50 
 1 46 889 21.54 28.91
 2 49 270 22.63 30.37
 3 34 774 15.97 21.44
 4 23 065 10.59 14.22
 5   6 910   3.17   4.26
 6  1 300   0.60     0.8
  217 727

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.
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Table 8. Number of reporter-product (fish products only) pairs affected 
by an NTM, by NTM type (at least one measure by type)

 NTMs Number of import Share in total (%) Share in
 Chapter relationships  affected (%)

 A 5 826 92.92 95.56
 B 5 112 81.53 83.84
 C 2 558 40.80 41.96
 D 21   0.33   0.34
 E 835 13.32 13.70
 F 3 129 49.90 51.32
 G 746 11.90 12.24
 H 122   1.95    2.00
 Z 173   2.76 

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.
Note: Shares are computed with regard to total positive trade relationships (column 3), and with 
regard to trade relationships affected by at least one NTM type (column 4).

Table 9. Number of reporter-product (only non-fish products) pairs 
affected by an NTM, by NTMs type 

(at least one measure by type)

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.
Note: shares computed with regard to total positive trade relationships (column 3), and with regard 
to trade relationships affected by at least one NTM type (column 4).

 NTMs Number of import Share in total (%) Share in
 Chapter relationships  affected (%)

 A 5 826 92.92 95.56
 B 5 112 81.53 83.84
 C 2 558 40.80 41.96
 D 21   0.33   0.34
 E 835 13.32 13.70
 F 3 129 49.90 51.32
 G 746 11.90 12.24
 H 122   1.95    2.00
 Z 173   2.76 
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Figure 1 presents the overall coverage ratios that correspond to the share of 
imports affected by different groups of NTMs. Qualitatively speaking, comments 
made about prevalence ratios also apply to coverage ratios, albeit with some 
nuances. Looking at fish and fish products (figure 1 panel (a)), the incidence of 
TBT measures (Chapter B) and inspection-related measures (Chapter C) is 
slightly larger, using coverage ratios. The reverse is true for price control 
measures (Chapter F). 

Figure 1. Overall coverage ratios

 (a) (b)

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.

Figure 2 shows the incidence of NTMs at their most disaggregated level, based 
on frequency indices. However, similar conclusions could be drawn using 
coverage ratios. Prominent measures affecting fisheries are essentially SPS 
measures and TBTs. Among the former category, NTM measures of type A140, 
A310, A820, A830 and A840 affect at least 50% of all import relationships. A140 
measures impose a special authorization requirement for SPS reasons. To 
obtain this authorization, importers may need to comply with other related 
regulations and conformity assessments.
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Figure 2. NTM incidence by subchapter (share of lines affected by 
NTMs), frequency indices

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.



91

Such measures are likely to be related to types such as A820, A830 and A840, 
which all refer to conformity assessment related to SPS. The A310 type 
measures impose some labelling requirements. Among the TBTs, only measures 
of type B310 affect more than 50% of import relationships. These are also 
labelling requirements, but are not SPS-related. Other predominant measures, 
but with relatively much lower incidence, are of types C300 and F610. Both 
types affect between 20% and 25% of import relationships. C300 measures are 
obligations for imports to pass through a designated entry point. F610 measures 
imply additional taxes in addition to customs duties with no internal equivalent, 
to cover the costs of custom inspection. As far as non-fish products are 
concerned, a much lower overall incidence was observed of NTM measures 
except for chapter F type. For those chapters reported here, the frequency 
indices are, on average, half those seen in the case of fish products. However, 
in relative terms, most salient measures fall in categories similar to those 
identified for fish and fish products, especially for SPS measures and TBTs.

Similar SPS measures and TBTs affect products in the fisheries sector and 
other products. However, their incidence is much larger in products of the 
fisheries sector. Figures 3 and 4 show frequency indexes first computed for 
some broad products group categories14 in the (a) panels, and then the level 
of processing among these groups in the (b) panels.15 Figure 3 refers to results 
obtained for fish products and figure 4 gives the results obtained for non-fish 
products but which belong to the same categories and subcategories. In both 
figures the (a) panels reveal first that prevalence ratios are similar across 
categories for both fish and non-fish products. However, overall incidence 
remains larger among fish products, especially those belonging to the animal 
products category. As suggested by panel (b) of figure 3, animal products are 
either primary products dedicated to consumption, or processed products 
dedicated to both consumption and industry. The absolute and relative incidence 
of NTM categories is comparable across all these subcategories, indicating no 
presence of escalation or incidence peaks in NTMs. Similar results were obtained 
for products of non-fisheries sectors. 

14 Categories correspond to aggregations of 2-digit chapters of the HS-2012 classification.
15 The level of processing is defined according to the Broad Economic Categories classification. 
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Figure 3. Frequency indexes, fish products (by broad category)

(a)

(b)

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.
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Figure 4. Frequency indexes, non-fish products (by broad category)

(a)

(b)

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.
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2. Country analysis

Figure 5 depicts non-parametric distributions of the average number of NTM 
types of measures, applied on average, across countries. Panel (a) represents 
the whole sample and panel (b) the sub-country groups by level of income. 
Distributions for both fish and non-fish products are estimated and graphed 
separately. More dispersion across countries is observed for products of the 
fisheries sector than for products of other sectors. In fish products, Afghanistan 
stands at the extreme left of the distribution represented in panel (a). Table A1 
of the annex reveals that it applies on average no more than two types of 
measures to fish products. At the extreme right are countries such as the 
Gambia, the United States of America and the Philippines, whose average 
number of applied measures is around 30. As far as non-fish products are 
concerned, the lowest average number is found for Côte d’Ivoire (less than 2) 
and the highest for Brazil and Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela (about 10). The 
sample average for fish products is about 13 and the median is about 12. For 
non-fish products, the average and median figures are both about 5.3. The ratio 
between the number of NTMs applied to fish and that applied to non-fish products 
is, on average, about 2:3. The associated median value is about 2.1. In other 
words, fish products are affected by a larger number of different NTM types 
than non-fish products. Only Afghanistan and Costa Rica impose, on average, 
a smaller number of NTMs on fish products than on non-fish products. 

On average, countries applied twice as many NTMs to products of the fisheries 
sector than to other products. Panel (b) reports non-parametric distributions 
obtained for three subgroups, based on per capita income level. In all cases, 
distribution for non-fish products are less dispersed than those for fish products. 
Mean and median values are also smaller, as is already the case in panel (a). 
The mean average number of NTMs is the highest for the high-income group 
at about 19.5 (the median is about 18.5).
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Figure 5.  Countries’ average number of NTMs per product: Kernel distribution

 (a) (b)

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.

The second-highest mean value is found for the low-income country group at 
about 12.4. The lowest figure is thus for middle-income countries at about 10.5. 
Not surprisingly, the highest dispersion is obtained for the low-income country 
group comprising such as the Republic of The Gambia and Afghanistan.

Regulatory intensity measured by the average number of different NTMs types 
is higher but less dispersed among high-income countries than among other 
country groups. As mentioned in the introduction, international imports are driven 
by a core group of countries and economic zones that include the United States, 
Japan, China and the European Union. It would thus be relevant to take a closer 
look at those markets as they are likely to be major destinations for most 
producers around the world. 

Coverage ratios have been computed for fish and non-fish products and other 
NTMs chapters.16 The incidence of SPS measures is much stronger for fish 
than for non-fish products, except in the case of the United States where it is 
similar. On the other hand, TBTs are applied similarly both to fish and non-fish 
products across the four economies considered here. As far as fish products 
are concerned, most imports – between 80% for China and 100% for the other 
three destinations – are covered by at least an SPS measure and a TBT.

While China does not appear to impose any pre-shipment inspection 
requirements (at least in 2012, the year for which data were collected), Japan 

16 Figure 6AE referring to coverage ratios for fish and non-fish products in major destination markets 
is available in the electronic format in the appendix available at http://www.unescap.org/resources/
trade-integration-within-asean-role-non-tariff-measures-cambodia-lao-peoples-democratic 
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requires such inspections of all its imports. The United States not only extensively 
uses all types of technical regulations, but also imposes some price control 
measures on all imports of fish products.

Figure 6 reports prevalence indicators and frequency indices both for fish and 
non-fish products. The findings in figure 3 and 4 are confirmed as far as 
frequency indices are concerned. This is to be expected, especially when 
coverage ratios are close to 100%. By definition, if all imports are affected then 
automatically all import relationships are also affected. China frequency 
indices tend to take higher values than coverage ratios. SPS measures 
and TBTs concern about 97% and 95% of import relationships, 
respectively, but translate into coverage ratios of about 80%. In terms 
of prevalence ratios, SPS measures are the predominant category for 
fish products in all four destinations. This is also the case for non-fish 
products, except in the United States where TBTs are the prevailing 
category. The average number of types of SPS measures applied is 
significantly larger for fish than for non-fish products. The smallest number, 
found for China, is about nine, while the largest number is found for the United 
States and is about 16. The incidence of types of measures, at least in terms 
of prevalence ratios, is much weaker. In the case of the United States, where 
both the coverage ratio and the frequency index are equal to their maximum 
for price-control measures, the corresponding average number of measures is 
less than two. 

The United States and Japan apply NTMs on products of the fisheries sector 
more intensively and more extensively than the European Union and China. 
Figures 7 to 9 show prevalence ratios computed at the most disaggregated 
level of the NTM classification. As to SPS measures, the United States is the 
biggest user of the four economies represented, as it applies 16 types of 
measures to most products. These measures cover all subchapters of the NTM 
classification. They include prohibitions (A1 subchapter), tolerance limits (A2 
subchapter), labelling and packaging requirements (A3 subchapter), hygienic 
requirements (A4 subchapter), special treatment such as fumigation (A5 
subchapter), food and feed processing requirements (A630), and traceability 
requirements (A85 group). 

The second-largest user is Japan, which applies 10 types of SPS measures to 
just about all its imports and four to about 80% of them. Except for prohibitions 
and special treatment procedures, the measures are similar to those imposed 
on United States imports. Particular attention appears to be devoted to 
traceability. The next largest user is the European Union with 10 different NTM 
types applied to most imports. As shown in figure 7, these are geographical 
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restrictions (A120), tolerance limits (A210), labelling requirements (A310), 
packaging requirements (A330), hygienic requirements (A4 subchapter) and 
four different types of measures imposing some conformity assessment 
(subchapter A8). China is the last of the group in terms of prevalence ratios. As 
already mentioned, this does not necessarily mean that regulations imposed 
on imports are necessarily less constraining. China applies six different types 
of SPS measures to almost of its imports and two to about 80% of them. 
Conformity assessment-related measures (subchapter A8) are the dominant 
group. In addition to these measures, this study also found restrictions 
(subchapter A1), tolerance limits (A210) and labelling requirements (A310).                                                                                                                                          

Figure 6. NTM frequency index and prevalence indicator for major
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Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.

Figure 7. SPS measure frequency indices for major destination markets

Figure 6. (continued)
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Figure 8 provides the same detailed analysis as that in figure 7 but with a focus 
on TBTs. In most cases, the TBT types imposed reflect, to a large extent, 
measures imposed for SPS reasons. This again suggests that SPS measures 
and TBTs may have to be considered in combination in some circumstances. 
This is clearly the case for fish products. 

The United States is again the largest user, followed by the European Union, 
Japan and China, as it applies nine different types of NTMs to almost all its 
imports, and two to about 80% of them. Conformity assessment-related 
measures are the prevalent group. The European Union applies three different 
types of measures to most of its imports. These include authorization requirement 
(B140), labelling (B310) and packaging requirements (B330). Two other types 
of measures, i.e., prohibition (B110) and certification requirement (B830), are 
applied to almost 80% of imports. Japan applies labelling and packaging 
requirements (B310 and B330) as well as traceability information requirements 
(B850) to 80% or more of its imports. China requires some conformity 
assessment.

As shown in figure 9, only the United States, the European Union and Japan 
require pre-shipment inspections. In addition, only Japan requires this sort of 
formality on a systematic basis. Figure 10 illustrates the incidence of non-
technical regulations, none of which are applied by China and the European 
Union. The United States charges some fees related to custom inspection, 
processing and servicing (F610) on all its imports of fish products, while Japan 
does so on about 60% of such imports.

Figure 8. TBT frequency indices in major destination markets
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Figure 9. Pre-shipment inspection frequency indices in major 
destination markets

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.

Figure 10. NTM frequency indices in major destination markets

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.

Figure 8. (continued)
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17 To follow this analysis refer to figures 8AE and 10AE available in the electronic format in the 
appendix http://www.unescap.org/resources/trade-integration-within-asean-role-non-tariff-mea-
sures-cambodia-lao-peoples-democratic
18 Subgroups are identified according to the CPCC classification, version 2.1.

3. Product analysis

As discussed above, primary products represent the core of fish product exports 
by developing countries, particularly the least economically advanced ones. 
The available dataset allows to identify the number of different NTMs applied, 
on average, to each imported product of various sub-groups of primary fish 
products (see figure 7AE17). Three large categories of primary products are 
considered, i.e., fish (panel a), crustaceans (panel b) and molluscs (panel c).18 
Within each of these categories, the NTM incidence is comparable across 
products. For example, fish products face, on average, about eight types of 
SPS measures, about four types of TBTs and about two of pre-shipment 
inspections. The incidence of non-technical regulations is even more 
homogeneous across products. The latter observation comes from the fact that 
the coverage of non-technical regulations is broader in general. This is due to 
the nature of this type of measure. Crustaceans appear to face more SPS 
measures than fish products, particularly the crab and lobster subcategories. 
The incidence of other NTM categories, however, is similar. As far as molluscs 
are concerned, no striking differences are seen. No product appears to be more 
affected by NTMs than any other. Unsurprisingly, SPS measures prevail.

One can also reproduce the similar analysis at a country level with a focus on 
China, Japan, the United States and the European Union (see figures 8AE to 
10 AE17). The findings reflect, to a large extent, those in section A. The presence 
of NTMs is more pronounced in Japan and the United States compared with 
the European Union and China. Once again, this could be an indication of the 
relative restrictiveness of regulatory framework across countries. There is a 
relative homogenous state in country distribution of NTMs across products and 
within the three broad categories (figure 8AE). As for fish, while the European 
Union only applies technical regulations, Japan applies some quantity control 
measures to freshwater fish and some pelagic species. China also applies 
quantity control measures to some fish species, particularly tuna, bonito and 
billfish. On top of technical regulations, the United States applies some price 
control measures to all products in this category.

Technical regulations are the only one affecting imports of crustaceans in the 
four economies (except for the United States) under consideration (figure 9AE17). 
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As in the case of the fish category, the former imposes a price control measure 
on all crustacean products. The NTM incidence is otherwise comparable to that 
shown earlier (in figure 8AE). Similar comments are also valid for the molluscs 
category (as shown in figure 10AE), with the exception of Japan, which imposes 
a quantity control measure on all molluscs but not squid, cuttlefish and 
octopuses. 

D. NTMs and tariffs

This section investigates the relationship between NTMs and tariffs. To ensure 
consistency with previous sections the numbers reported below were obtained 
using non-zero trade relationships, which act as the reference while computing 
NTM incidence indicators. 

1. Tariff data

Tariffs data were retrieved from the UNCTAD Trade Analysis Information System 
(TRAINS) database as of December 2016. Ad valorem equivalents of specific 
tariffs are also accounted for and represented in the average values. Three 
types of tariffs are considered: MFN applied; bound; and effectively applied 
tariffs. All tariffs are reported at the 6-digit level of the HS-2012 classification 
corresponding with NTMs and trade data used previously. 

2. Tariffs and NTMs: Stylized facts

Table 10 provides simple averages of MFN, bound and effectively applied tariff 
rates computed by category of products (fish versus non-fish) and by NTM 
chapter. The first column indicates whether fish products (“1” values) or non-fish 
products (“0” values) are concerned. The first two rows refer to the average 
tariff applied by countries in the NTM sample for each broad category of products. 
It can be seen from table 10 that both MFN applied and effectively applied 
average rates are higher for fisheries sector products than for other products. 
Bound tariffs appear to be, on average slightly, higher for products in the non-
fisheries sectors. 
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 Fish NTM MFNapplied Bound Effectively applied Overhang 1 Overhang 2

 0 Overall   8.97 33.40 7.46 24.24 1.51
 1 Overall 11.64 30.94 8.33 19.79 3.31
 0 A 12.54 44.71 9.63 31.75 2.60
 1 A 11.30 28.90 7.87 18.14 3.42
 0 B 9.46 34.29 7.62 24.81 1.84
 1 B 11.26 29.36 7.86 18.85 3.44
 0 C 10.35 30.86 8.27 21.05 2.07
 1 C 11.20 28.51 8.14 17.94 3.10
 0 E 12.50 37.46 10.36 24.06 2.07
 1 E 12.77 34.02 8.84 23.21 3.95
 0 F 11.32 38.65 8.96 26.49 2.40
 1 F 10.77 28.57 8.18 19.23 2.58
 0 G 12.03 25.75 10.43 14.76 1.60
 1 G 14.46 31.05 10.30 18.90 4.17

19 It therefore also reflects the latitude a country has for increasing its MFN tariff without violating 
WTO rules.

Table 10. Tariffs by NTMs chapters (average tariff imposed on products 
affected by NTMs by chapter; one product may be affected by several NTMs)

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data.
Note: In the first column, rows identified by 1 refer to fish products and those identified by zero refer 
to non-fish products.

The last two columns report two distinct measures of tariff overhang. Overhang 
1 corresponds to the average of the difference between bound and MFN applied 
tariffs while Overhang 2 corresponds to the average difference between MFN 
applied and effectively applied tariffs. While the first measure reflects the degree 
of unilateral trade liberalization,19 the second reflects the degree of trade 
liberalization implemented on a preferential basis, either bilaterally or 
plurilaterally/regionally. Although unilateral liberalization is more pronounced 
for non-fish products than for fish products, the reverse is true as far as 
plurilateral trade liberalization is concerned. In other words, the available space 
for maneuvering tariffs is more constrained for fish products than for non-fish 
products.

Other rows of the table show average tariff levels of products affected by different 
types of NTMs. Unsurprisingly, the results obtained for the various NTM-related 
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subgroups are consistent and in line with the aggregate findings. MFN applied 
rates are higher for fish products except for those affected by an SPS measure. 
Bound tariffs are less for fish products, except for those affected by finance 
measures. Effectively applied tariffs are less for fish products except for those 
affected by a TBT. As for tariff overhang measures, the general remarks above 
apply across product categories. 

Unilateral trade liberalization is deeper for products of non-fisheries sectors 
than for products of the fisheries sector. The reverse is true if plurilateral trade 
liberalization is considered. 

Some contrasting patterns appear to emerge whether technical (Chapters A, 
B, C) or non-technical (Chapters E, F and G) regulations, especially for products 
belonging to the fisheries category. Within that category, products affected by 
technical regulations are associated with below average tariff values. This is 
also the case for products affected by price-control measure. Products affected 
by other non-technical regulations are associated with above average tariff 
values. 

Although exceptions may reflect some product and measure specificity, it is 
difficult to draw any convincing explanation based on average measures. The 
next set of figures may help in identifying a possible set of acceptable 
explanations. Reference tariffs are MFN applied tariffs. Nevertheless, the results 
will not drastically change if effectively applied ones are used. Figure 11(a) 
shows that, on average, countries applying larger average numbers of NTM 
types per product also apply relatively lower tariffs on fish products. However, 
confidence intervals suggest that the sign of the relationship is not necessarily 
very robust. Panel (b) suggests no particular relationship as far as non-fish 
products are concerned.

Figure 12 reports the same type of relationship, but includes separately each 
different type of NTM applied by each country in the sample. In other words, 
the reference unit of observation is a country-NTM chapter pair. It is implicitly 
assumed that countries define the use of different types of NTMs independently. 
This is not necessarily realistic in all circumstances but the aim is just to identify 
a possible relationship between NTMs and tariffs; this type of hypothesis is only 
introduced for investigatory purposes. Panels (a) and (b) both suggest that a 
relatively larger number of measures are, on average, associated with a relatively 
lower tariff. Once again, the results are not extremely robust from a statistical 
point of view, as the sign of the relationship could be reverted within a 95% 
confidence interval.
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Figure 11. Average number of NTMs per product (per country) and tariffs

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data and TRAINS database.

Figure 12. Average number of NTMs per product (per NTM chapter
and country) and tariffs

 (a) (b)

 (a) (b)

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data and TRAINS database.

Figure 13 treats figure 12 components separately. In other words, the relationship 
between tariffs and the average number of NTM types applied is assessed by 
NTM chapter. Previous overall tendencies are reflected in most cases. Generally 
speaking, tariffs and NTMs appear to behave as substitutes, although 
substitutability is far from being perfect – at least from a statistical point of view. 
This is particularly the case for fish products compared to non-fish products. 
However, the only negative and statistically significant relationship is found for 
TBTs applied to non-fish products. 
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This analysis is reproduced for the product groups introduced in previous 
sections. Again, the results (se figure 11AE) do not suggest any strong evidence 
of either positive or negative relationships between the measure of NTM 
incidence and tariffs. Some substitutability is found for SPS measures applied 
to basic fish products. This is also the case with TBTs when applied to 
preparations of non-fish products. In all other cases, no pattern can be clearly 
and robustly identified. 

Generally speaking, the sign of the relationship between NTM incidence and 
tariff rates is not robust for products of the fisheries sector. It is essentially not 
significantly different from zero. As to non-fisheries sector products, the 
relationship is negative if technical regulations are considered, and positive if 
significantly different from zero.

 
Figure 13. Average number of NTMs per product, by NTM chapter and 

groups of products (per country) and tariffs 
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20 Fontagné and others, 2015, and Fugazza, Ugarte and Olarreaga, 2017 obtained qualitatively 
similar results despite the use of totally different datasets.

Source: Author’s calculation based on UNCTAD NTM data and TRAINS database.

E. NTMs and fisheries scale

Existing empirical evidence indicates that, in general, technical measures that 
are newly imposed by a partner country have different effects on exporting firms 
of different size. More precisely, larger firms are likely to benefit from the 
implementation of technical measures abroad while smaller firms are likely to 
lose.  Gains for larger firms are both in terms of export value (and eventually 
market share) and export duration. Exports by smaller firms decrease and their 
exit rate increases; consequently, their market share shrinks. 20 On the imposing 
country side, evidence shows that, instead of displacing foreign firms in favour 
of domestic ones, like tariffs, NTMs also displace small firms in favour of larger 
ones, both domestic firms and foreign exporters. Such effects are consistent 
with the mechanism whereby NTMs raise compliance costs, inducing the exit 
of smaller firms, while leaving the remaining (larger) firms with expanded market 
shares on both the export and the import side (Asprilla and others, 2017).

Figure 8. (continued)
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Small-scale and artisanal fishermen and fisherwomen tend to fish in areas close 
to the coast, within the exclusive economic zone of a country. Several reports 
and case studies (UNCTAD, 2016; FAO, 2016; OECD, 2013) have documented 
the fact that obtaining access to key international markets for fish caught by 
small and artisanal fishers is a major challenge. Data shown in the sections 
above reveal that while tariffs on fish and fish products are relatively low in most 
markets, these products face significantly more NTMs, particularly technical 
measures (i.e., SPS, TBTs and pre-shipment inspections), than products in 
other food sectors. For small-scale and artisanal fisheries complying with 
sanitary regulations, ensuring homogeneity in quality, best safety and handling 
practices, transport and adequate packaging could become particularly complex. 

Considering the fact that about 90% of those employed in capture fisheries 
value chains are engaged in the small-scale sector (despite the fact that the 
small-scale sector captures less than 35% of global catches), intensification of 
the implementation of SPS measures and TBTs – both on domestic and 
international markets – may have dramatic effects. Small and artisanal fishers 
may see their export opportunities vanish. And the chances of reaching target 
14.b of SDG 14 could thus be jeopardized. Moreover, if more stringent SPS 
measures and TBTs are also implemented domestically, their access to local 
markets could be severely compromised. As a consequence, production in the 
small-scale sector would either shrink or become unregistered, possibly 
contradicting efforts towards meeting target 14.4 of SDG 14. In both cases, 
employment conditions would become even more precarious than they already 
are, with earnings eventually falling. This may activate a vicious circle, leading 
to an increase in poverty incidence, nutritional deficiency and other related 
disruptions, especially in least developed countries and SIDS where the large 
majority of the labour force working in the fisheries sector lives. In other words, 
technical regulations are crucial not only in framing market access conditions, 
both internationally and domestically, for the small-scale fish subsector, but also 
in determining the efficiency of policy actions directed towards other SDGs. 

F. Discussion

Findings discussed in the previous sections of this study revealed several 
important stylized facts. First, fisheries sector products are relatively more 
affected by NTMs, and more intensively, than products belonging to non-fisheries 
sectors. Second, fisheries sector products are mostly affected by technical 
regulations, particularly SPS measures. Third, almost all countries impose some 
SPS measures on all imports of fisheries sector products. Fourth, similar types 
of SPS measures and TBTs affect both fish and non-fish products. However, 
their incidence is much greater in fish products. Fifth, no product (or type of 
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product) of the fisheries sector appears to be more affected by NTMs than any 
other. Sixth, no systematic relationship between tariffs and NTM incidence can 
be identified.

The first four stylized facts suggest that the fisheries sector is highly regulated 
in most countries of the sample. However, that regulation appears to be more 
intensive in developed countries than in developing countries. Moreover, less 
convergence in terms of intensity use is observed among low-income countries. 
Another interesting finding is that a relative lack of convergence is found for 
most countries if fish and non-fish products are compared. It must be kept in 
mind however, that incidence expressed in terms of the average number of 
NTM types applied per product is lower for non-fish products. Taken together, 
these facts may indicate that a general trend towards a highly, and possibly 
uniformly, regulated sector is on its way. The converging point most probably 
corresponds to NTMs as imposed by developed countries that remain major 
export destinations. However, a global convergence process may have just 
started and several countries, especially the least economically advanced, are 
lagging behind. 

Whether this convergence process is desirable or not is a sensible but also 
sensitive question that this study is not really able to answer. However, stylized 
facts five and six may be useful in determining part of the substance of a plausible 
answer. Having tariff rates and NTM incidence essentially uncorrelated, at least 
as far as technical regulations are concerned, can indicate a use of NTMs that 
is not motivated – at least not systematically by trade protectionist intentions. 

This comment is consistent with recent trends observed in world demand for 
fisheries sector products. Estimates by FAO (2016) indicate that apparent world 
per capita fish consumption increased from an average of 9.9 kg in the 1960s 
to 14.4 kg in the 1990s, and about 20 kg in 2015, and that a growing proportion 
of world consumption is from imports. This is particularly the case in developed 
countries where regulatory intensity convergence is the strongest. A larger 
exposure to international trade flows has probably induced regulatory bodies 
to impose a larger set of measures in order to preserve food safety. A weaker 
convergence of regulatory intensity among developing countries, particularly 
the least advanced ones, may be a reflection of the fact that their consumption 
of fish and fish products tends to be based on locally available products being 
driven more by supply than demand. In that context, and considering that most 
production units are of modest size, regulatory interventions may have 
deliberately remained contained in order to avoid any strong negative supply 
shock, with probably devastating effects on production and subsequent income 
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distress. An intensification in the use of regulation may be desirable in the 
medium- to long-term, especially if demand in developing countries has to rely 
increasingly on imports. Obviously, the main motivation should remain food 
safety and international initiatives in line with the FAO Blue Growth Initiative as 
well as corresponding to a precisely specified global agenda aimed at promoting 
food safety in a more general framework of food security should be encouraged. 
Nevertheless, intensification should occur along a reasonable path, with possibly 
some assistance being provided to small and medium production units. As 
discussed in section E, small-scale and artisanal fisheries could experience a 
severe impact from the implementation of new or more stringent technical 
regulations with possibly worrying implications. It is therefore a fundamental 
requirement for policies specifically dedicated to the small-scale sector be 
identified. Policy can be activated on several complementary grounds. First, 
access to crucial information concerning export requirements for specific 
products should be facilitated by all possible means. Moreover, advisory services 
related to the production-wise implementation of any specific requirements 
should be made available. 

The success of such a policy approach is likely to be determined not only by 
the availability of public funds to cover the cost of advisory activities, but also 
by offering the possibility to firms to finance eventual upgrades of their productive 
technology. Facilitating access to finance is an additional accompanying 
measure that should be considered by policy makers. In addition to technical 
assistance and capacity- building programmes, private sector-based initiatives 
could promote the participation of small and medium-sized enterprises in export 
markets. Governmental and non-governmental organizations could initiate the 
establishment of cooperatives within which small and medium-sized enterprises 
could exchange information and collaborate on issues related to compliance 
with technical regulations in international markets.

It is also clear that support to artisanal fisheries will be most effective with 
enhanced coordination and collaboration among all relevant international and 
regional organizations. For example, the Aid for Trade initiative and other efforts 
can encourage exports and value-addition strategies for small scale and artisanal 
fishers. 

The analytical results presented above provide a unique and broad picture of 
NTM incidence in fisheries trade. However, their scope remains somewhat 
limited due to the nature of available information. First, the context is a cross-
country context with no consistent information about changes in NTM 
implementation and pervasiveness across time. This lack of a temporal 
dimension can only be partially compensated by the inclusion of countries with 
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relatively heterogeneous levels of development in the reference country sample. 
In other words, it is important to remain cautious when inferring any policy 
strategy involving a preponderant time dimension. 

Second, the above analysis remains purely quantitative, and little can be said 
in terms of either the absolute or relative stringency of the various measures 
adopted by different countries. In order to get a better sense of stringency, an 
analysis of regulations texts will be necessary. Such an analysis will allow, for 
example, precise identification of tolerated levels of potentially noxious 
substances present due to bio-accumulation in fish flesh and fat (e.g., 
monomethyl mercury). Although this was beyond the scope of this study, it is 
part of UNCTAD’s future research agenda on NTMs. 

As mentioned above, the HS classification – even in its latest version – does 
not allow for any distinction between capture and aquaculture products. This is 
regrettable, not only because of the impossibility to match precisely production 
trends and trade trends, but also because the match between trade data and 
NTM regulatory texts may also be affected. Some ongoing work is investigating 
the possible degree of a mismatch between products, as defined by the HS 
classification and NTM regulations. This, however, also requires further analysis 
and is relatively human capital intensive.

Finally, export-related measures were omitted from the above analysis. This 
omission was intentional as export-related measures are being assessed in a 
companion study that is still in progress, which looks more broadly at market 
access conditions and how they eventually affect export flows. 



112

References

Asprilla A., N. Berma, O. Cadot and M. Jaud (2016). Trade policy and market 
 power: Firm-level evidence, FERDI Working Paper No. 161. Fondation  
 pour les Études et Recherches sur le Développement International,  
 Clermont-Ferrand, France

FAO (2016). The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture 2016: Contributing  
 to Food Security and Nutrition for All. Food and Agriculture Organization of  
 the United Nations, Rome.

Fontagné L., G. Orefice, R. Piermartini and N. Rocha ( 2015). Product standards  
 and margins of trade: Firm-level evidence, Journal of International  
 Economics, vol. 97, No. 1; pp. 29-44.

Fugazza M., M. Olarreaga and C. Ugarte (2017). On the heterogeneous effects  
 of non-tariff measures: Evidence from Peruvian firm’s exports. Policy Issues  
 in International Trade No 76. UNCTAD, Geneva.

Fugazza M. (2013). The economics behind non-tariff measures: Theoretical  
 insights and empirical evidence. Policy Issues in International Trade, No  
 57. UNCTAD, Geneva. 

OECD (2007). Globalisation and fisheries. Proceedings of an OECD-FAO  
 Workshop. OECD, Paris.

UNCTAD (2016). Fish trade, Trade and Environment Review 2016. UNCTAD,  
 Geneva.

______ (2013). Non-tariff measures to trade: Economic and policy issues for  
 developing countries. Developing Countries in International Trade Studies.  
 UNCTAD, Geneva.

______ (2010). Non-tariff measures: Evidence from selected developing  
 countries and future research agenda, Developing Countries in International  
 Trade Studies. UNCTAD, Geneva



113

Part II
Chapter 2

Exploring non-tariff measures facing the fisheries trade
in ASEAN: The case of Cambodia*

Seyhah Ven and Vutha Hing

Introduction

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) has made good but 
uneven progress in attaining the regional integration goal through the 
establishment of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC), which is aimed at 
transforming ASEAN into a single market and production base for a more 
integrated, dynamic and competitive region. According to the AEC Scorecard, 
which measures compliance with AEC deliverables by each member economy, 
ASEAN had completed 221 (79.7%) of the 277 measures by the end of 2013. 
A more optimistic view sees the progress of AEC as a major stepping stone to 
wider and deeper regional integration. But some critics argued that ASEAN has 
been “too slow” in addressing some major issues including non-tariff measures 
(NTMs) (Austria, 2013). While tariff rates of most goods have been reduced to 
zero, the use of non-tariff barriers such as discriminatory measures, diverse 
product standards, import bans, import licensing, additional import requirements, 
technical barriers to trade, and new import procedures has been increasing 
(Austria, 2013). The latest study by ERIA-UNCTAD (2016) demonstrated even 
more clearly that the number of NTMs imposed by ASEAN members increased 
from 1,634 in 2000 to 5,975 in 2015. The prevalence of NTMs could have 
detrimental effects on intraregional trade, thus requiring greater attention, both 
by policy and research circles. 

* Please note that the Annex to this chapter is available digitally from http://www.unescap.org/
resources/trade-integration-within-asean-role-non-tariff-measures-cambodia-lao-peoples-
democratic
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Cambodia’s fisheries sector has many important features that deserve research 
focus. First, it has been a priority sector in the country’s socio-economic 
development plan, in which management and development of sustainable 
fisheries resources could contribute to people’s rural livelihoods, food security 
and national economy. The Strategic Planning Framework for Fisheries set the 
vision, goals and action plan for the sector development, while the Cambodia 
Trade Integration Strategy (CTIS) put forward the roadmap and action plans 
for an export-oriented value chain of fisheries. Second, the fisheries industry 
has great growth potential not only due to the presence of large floodplains 
around the Great Lake as well as along the Tonle Sap and Mekong Rivers, and 
marine fish resources, but also more preferential access to international markets 
(CTIS, 2014). However, the biggest challenges are created by stringent NTMs 
imposed by importing countries and the lack of capacity to fulfil market 
requirements. Coincidently, Cambodia’s fishery exports are trivial – far behind 
its neighbouring countries, i.e., Thailand and Viet Nam, which are among the 
top five major fisheries exporters in the world. There is speculation that the 
prevalence of NTMs, especially stringent sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) 
measures and technical barriers to trade (TBT), together with the lack of 
knowledge and technical capacities among exporting firms to enable them to 
comply with required standards and quality result in stagnation of fisheries 
exports.
    
Despite the increasing use of NTMs on fisheries exports, research to map the 
coverage and its consequence on exports remains minimal. More research is 
needed to fill the knowledge gaps by addressing the following key questions:

 (a) What types of NTMs are imposed on Cambodia’s fisheries exports?
 (b) How do NTMs affect Cambodia’s fisheries exports?
 (c) Does the country need to make any major improvements in the  
 domestic standard-setting rules and facilities, as Mutual Recognition  
 Agreements (MRAs) may require the improvement and upgrading of  
 production methods to meet the required standards set by such agreements? 

This chapter is structured as follows. Section A explains the reason why fisheries 
production and trade matter for developing countries. Section B examines 
Cambodia’s Fisheries Sector Profile. Section C explores NTMs and determines 
their impacts on Cambodia’s fisheries exports. Section D identifies the needs 
for regulatory convergence. Section E contains the conclusion. 
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A. Why do fisheries production and trade matter
for developing countries?

The fisheries sector is, and will continue to be, vital for developing countries for 
several reasons. First, the sector plays an important role in generating revenue 
and employment as well as improving livelihoods. More specifically, in 2010, 
fisheries capture by Bangladesh, Cambodia, Comoros Islands, Sierra Leone 
and Uganda accounted for 4%,  10%, 15%, 9% and 3% of the gross domestic 
product (GDP), respectively (Golub and Varma, 2014). In addition to direct 
employment, fisheries and aquaculture generate employment across many 
subsectors including manufacturing fishing gear, processing, packaging and 
distributing. Fisheries also significantly contribute to food security in many 
developing countries. Protein consumption from fish accounts for a significant 
proportion of total animal protein consumed in many least developing countries 
including Bangladesh, Cambodia, Gambia, Guinea, Ghana, Indonesia, Sierra 
Leone, Togo, among others (Béné, 2006). In addition, artisanal fishing 
contributes significantly to poverty reduction (Golub and Varma, 2014). Artisanal 
fishing requires low skills and low capital investment, so it is easy for poor, 
unskilled people to engage in this subsector. The fisheries sector also contributes 
significantly to the empowerment of women by providing them with employment 
and income. According to the World Bank, women represent 47% of people 
engaged in fisheries worldwide. In particular, women’s involvement in fisheries 
in Nigeria, India, Cambodia, Senegal, China and Bangladesh amounts to 73%, 
72%, 57%, 32%, 19% and 5%, respectively. 

Second, fisheries production in developing countries account for a big share of 
world fisheries production, increasing steadily from 71.9 million metric tons (mt) 
in 1980 to 167.2 million mt in 2014 (annex figure 1). The production for the next 
decade is projected to increase although at a slower rate relative to the preceding 
decade (OECD/FAO, 2016). This will boost developing countries’ value-added 
and foreign exchange. In 2014, about 36% of the world fisheries production 
was exported (FAO, 2016). World exports of fish and fish products accelerated 
at an annual growth rate of 7%, from $15.4 billion in 1980 to $148.1 billion in 
2014 (annex table 1). During the same period, by value, the share of developing 
countries in total fisheries exports increased steadily from 38.2% in 1980 to 
52.5% in 2014. Net fisheries exports of developing countries rose from $16 
billion in 1994 to $42 billion in 2014. This increase was considerably higher than 
for rice, coffee and tea (FAO, 2016). For the least developed countries, despite 
the fact that their fisheries exports accounted for only a small proportion of total 
world exports, the volume increased steadily during the past four decades, with 
an annual growth rate of 10.3% during the 1980s, 5.7% during the 1990s, 5.9% 
during the 2000s and 5.4% from 2010 to 2014 (annex table 2). 
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Finally, and most importantly, those countries have not been able to maximize 
the benefit from expanding fisheries trade. The least developing countries’ 
exports of fishery products face several major export constraints that prevent 
them from full participation in the world fisheries trade (Golub and Varma, 2014).  
Most export constraints are related to NTMs. While tariffs are no longer major 
barriers to exports of fish and fishery products, NTMs have become the major 
constraints (Usmaila and others, 2014; Golub and Varma, 2014; and UNCTAD, 
2016a). Exporters of fish and fishery products have encountered a rising number 
of sanitary, safety, quality, environmental and consumer requirements that have 
been instituted to protect the consumers’ health, conserve environment, and 
facilitate trade. These requirements have become barriers to many exporting 
countries, especially the least developed countries, in entering the global 
fisheries value chain because their fisheries sectors are mainly artisanal, and 
lack technical and financial capacity to comply with those requirements.  As of 
1 November 2016, there were 1,189 SPS measures and 433 TBT imposed on 
fish and crustaceans, molluscs and other aquatic invertebrates (HS code 03), 
and 2,017 SPS measures and 917 TBT imposed on preparations of fish and of 
crustaceans, mollusc, and other aquatic invertebrates (HS code 1603, 1604 
and 1605) (UNCTAD, 2016b).

Fulfilling requirements of new inspection methods have also emerged as new 
constraints on fisheries exports. During the past two decades, the inspection 
process changed from inspections of final product sampling to Hazard Analysis 
Critical Control Point (HACCP) method. This change has made it even more 
challenging for least developing countries to comply with the requirements 
(Ababouch and others, 2005). Specific HACCP codes for fisheries and 
aquaculture were adopted and developed by the Codex Alimentarius 
Commission (CAC). The objective of HACCP is to reduce risks and hazards 
that may occur during production and distribution of products instead of 
inspecting and testing the final product samplings. HACCP measures can be 
required at all levels of the value chain, including fishing, landing, storing, 
processing and distributing, because fish are highly perishable and sometimes 
contaminated (Golub and Varma, 2014). 

In addition, many companies in the major importing countries, such as those 
in the European Union as well the United States and Japan, require fish and 
fisheries products to be certified by certain certification schemes, including 
private food safety and traceability as well as the private sustainability standard. 
The former emerged from the major food retailers in the European Union and 
North America. While vertical integration in the food supply chain is more 
widespread, companies require more certifications of food safety in their 
intermediate goods sourcing from other companies in the supply chain 
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(Washington and Ababouch, 2011). Companies require private sustainability 
standards in order to protect their reputations against risks related to potential 
negative effects of their suppliers on the environment as well as to obtain 
a unique competitive advantage (Washington and Ababouch, 2011). 

Because of these stringent requirements, the fisheries sector in the fish-exporting 
developing countries has spilt into two streams of producers, i.e., large-scale 
and small-scale producers. The former have the capital required to comply with 
strict importing requirements in some major markets. The small-scale producers 
lack the technical and financial capacity to meet the import requirements, so 
they produce for domestic consumption and export to less stringent markets 
(UNCTAD, 2016a). Nonetheless, in many least developing countries, including 
Cambodia, the majority of fish producers are artisanal and lack capital to invest 
in processing facilities as well as the technical and financial capacity to fulfil the 
import requirements of major importing countries.

B. Cambodian fisheries sector profile

Fisheries in Cambodia are regarded as an important sector that contributes to 
sustaining rural livelihood and overall economy. This sector employs 6 million 
people working full-time, part-time and seasonally. It provides 81.5% of the 
national protein consumption, sustaining food security for the rural poor. In terms 
of value-added, it was estimated to be approximately $200 million-$300 million, 
equivalent to 8%-12% of GDP. The Inland Fisheries Research and Development 
Institute (IFReDI) estimates that one kilogramme of fish in Cambodia is worth 
$1.6 while the total economic value of freshwater fish and aquatic products is 
$1 billion per year, although this is a controversial valuation (Chap and others, 
2016). 

1. Fisheries regulations, policies and strategic plan

Cambodia’s fisheries regulations and policies have undergone important 
changes. Before 2000, the 1987 Fisheries Law primarily governed access to 
Tonle Sap Great Lake, which was divided into commercial fishing lots and some 
open access fishing areas. The former was subject to open auction at which 
fishers could bid for the concession in those commercial areas. The lot owners 
could have unlimited access to the fisheries resources in their lots and could 
even provide sub-access to other fishers, which led to overfishing. The open 
access fishing areas were available to local fishers. However, because of unclear 
regulations, fishers competed to get control over the best areas, by residing 
close to those areas. This led to many fishers residing in houses on stilts over 
the best areas. There were also conflicts between the lot owners and the local 
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fishers. The use of samra traps also adversely affected the well-being of fish 
resources in the Tonle Sap Great Lake.

During early 2001, inland fisheries in the Tonle Sap Great Lake encountered 
many crises that led to the depletion of fish stocks due to overfishing. Because 
of the concessions of large-scale aquatic resources, the elite exploited the fish 
stocks and paid minimal taxes to the Government (Chap and others, 2016). To 
address this crisis and raise the livelihood of small-scale fishers, the Government 
initiated two major reforms regarding inland fisheries in the Tonle Sap Great 
Lake. The first reform (2000-2001) started with two critical measures: (a) the 
cancellation of about 56% of the commercial fishing lot areas in the Tonle Sap 
Great Lake; and (b) the dissolution of KAMFIMEX1’s monopolised rights for 
fisheries trade in Cambodia (Golub and Varma, 2014). The second reform 
abolished the remaining commercial fishing lots (Golub and Varma, 2014). 
Currently, small-scale fishers manage most fish resources in the Tonle Sap 
Great Lake. They have been formed into community fisheries or as a 
co-management arrangement with the fisheries administration. 

The two fisheries reforms also led to the establishment of several State 
institutions, including the Community Fisheries Development Office (CFDO), 
the 2006 Law on Fisheries and the Community Fisheries Sub-decree (Golub 
and Varma, 2014). The purpose of the 2006 Law is to (a) protect fisheries 
resources, (b) encourage aquaculture expansion, and the management of 
production and processing, and (c) promote the livelihood of local people through 
social-economic and environmental benefits, such as the conservation of 
environmental and cultural heritages (Fisheries Administration, 2006).

(a) Strategic Planning Framework for Fisheries, 2010-2019

As noted by Cambodia’s Fisheries Administration (FiA, 2010), the National 
Strategic Development Plan (NSDP), 2009-2013 stressed the importance of 
the fisheries sector, stating that “fish continue to occupy a crucial position in 
terms of food, nutrition and income of millions of Cambodians”. In addition, 
according to the Strategic Planning Framework for Fisheries, 2010-2019, the 
Cambodian vision for this sector is “management, conservation and development 
of sustainable fisheries resources to contribute to ensuring people’s food 
security, and to socio-economic development in order to enhance people’s 
livelihood and the nation’s prosperity”. The development approach for the 
fisheries sector is based on three essential pillars: (a) fisheries – inland and 

1 KAMFIMEX was a state enterprise that had the monopoly rights for the fisheries trade before the 
first reform (2000-2001). 
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marine; (b) aquaculture – inland and marine; and (c) post-harvest and trade. In 
addition, the Government has set seven strategic goals related to the three 
essential pillars to be achieved by 2019.  Table 1 lists the seven strategic goals 
and their linkages to the three essential pillars. Many specific indicators, related 
to the seven strategic goals, have been set, some of which are listed in table 2.

Table 1. Strategic goals for the fisheries sector, 2010-2019

Source: FiA, 2010.

(b) Policies related to fisheries trade

Although the strategic goals of the Strategic Planning Framework for Fisheries, 
2010-2019, do not primarily address fisheries exports, several indicators of the 
strategic goals are related to such exports. As shown in table 2, the indicator 
No. 10 of strategic goal 1 concerns the growth of fish exports, which is planned 
to: (a) fully assess the potential for increased exports of wild and cultured fish 
as well as fisheries products by 2012; (b) fully formulate a comprehensive plan 
for the stimulation and growth of fish and fisheries products exports by 2015; 
and (c) achieve at least 50% of the export growth plan targets by 2019. Moreover, 
indicators 3, 4, and 5 of strategic goal 4 and indicator 12 of strategic goal 7 

Goals
Pillar

Overarching Fisheries Aquaculture Post-
harvest 

and trade

Regulatory 
and

services
1. The contribution of 

fisheries and aquaculture 
to national prosperity is 
high and sustained. 

√ √ √

2. The livelihood of people in 
the sector are improving 
and above the national 
average. 

√ √ √

3. The fisheries domain and 
associated resources are 
in a healthy and resilient 
condition, and sustainably 
managed.

√ √

4. Fish are a plentiful, 
healthy and valuable 
source of food. 

√ √ √ √

5. Fishing businesses are 
profitable, sustainable 
and responsible. 

√ √ √

6. The fisheries domain is 
managed, developed and 
conserved in close 
cooperation with 
neighbouring countries. 

√

7. The policy, regulatory and 
support environment for 
the sector is sufficient, 
appropriate and enabling. 

√ √ √
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address plans to improve the safety and quality standards of fish and fisheries 
products to meet national and international standards and regulations. The 
achievement of these indicators will contribute to export growth. Measures 
related to fisheries trade are also articulated in the Cambodia Trade Integration 
Strategy, 2014-2018. The goal is to develop the fisheries sector through the 
export-oriented value chain. This can be achieved through: (a) improving the 
functioning of the post-harvest components of the fish supply chains; (b) 
enhancing hygiene and health standards among fish processors; and (c) 
increasing the knowledge of, and compliance with SPS requirements in 
international markets.

Table 2. Indicators and targets for the Cambodian fisheries sector, 2010-2019
Source: Annex 1 – Indicators and targets, 2010-2019 of  FiA, 2010.

Strategic 
goal 

Indicators 
 

By the end of 2019 (10 years) 
 

1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. The production level of wild harvested 
fish. 

 

Wild-harvested fish production stable and 
sustained at not more than 500,000 mt per 
annum.2  

2. The production from ricefield fisheries 
  

Rice field production increased by 15% per 
year to reach 500,000 mt. 

4. The increase in aquaculture production 
in line with food security and export 
demands. 

Aquaculture production increased by 15% 
per year to 185,000 mt.  
 

9. The production level of marine fish. 
 
 

Marine wild capture fisheries exploitation 
at stable and sustainable levels and 
marine aquaculture in overall growth. 

10. The growth of fish exports. 
 

At least 50% of export growth of total 
fisheries production targets achieved. 

4 

3. The value added to local products 
through improved processing, quality, 
packaging and safety. 

 

Interventions leading to improved 
processing, quality, packaging and safety 
implemented in at least 150 communities 
nationwide. 

4. The standard of fish processing and 
handling with respect to quality, safety 
and use of chemicals. 

 
 

• A total of 80% of fish processors have 
implemented quality and safety control 
measures. 
• A total of 80% of fish produced comply 
with quality and safety assurance 
regulations and standards. 

5. Effectiveness of fish quality control 
inspection processes, set out in 
compliance with international 
standards. 

A total of 80% of processing facilities 
formally registered and inspected. 
 
 

7 

 12. The availability of technical guidelines 
for product standards and good 
practice and laboratory facilities to 
support sector stakeholders. 

All fish quality control and safety standards 
and systems implemented by all 
stakeholders to a level sufficient to meet all 
national and export requirements. 
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2. Cambodia fisheries production

Inland capture is very productive and makes up a major proportion of the total 
fisheries production because the annual flooding of the Tonle Sap Great Lake 
and the Mekong River. During the flooding season, the Tonle Sap Great Lake 
engulfs 44% of the country’s total area (ADB, 2005), including flooded forests, 
grasslands, ricefields and swamps that are highly fertile nesting grounds for a 
wide variety of fish. Figure 1 illustrates fisheries production trends from 1980 
to 2014, including inland fishery capture, inland aquaculture, marine fishery 
capture and marine aquaculture, while figure 2 presents the share of each type 
of fisheries productions in total production. Overall Inland capture accounted 
for the largest proportion of total fisheries production. The second largest share 
of production is accounted for by marine capture, followed by inland aquaculture. 
The smallest proportion is that of marine aquaculture. 

Figure 1 shows that inland capture drastically increased after 1998 when it was 
only around 76,000 metric tons. It rose to about 231,000 mt in 1999 and about 
505,000 mt in 2014. This quantity makes Cambodia the fifth-largest producer 
of inland fisheries after China, Myanmar, India and Bangladesh (figure 3). In 
2014, the inland capture share was 67.8% of total fishery production, 4.6 
percentage points down from the previous year. Many conservation non-
governmental organizations are concerned that the increasing level of inland 
fish capture will place significant pressure on fish stocks in the Tonle Sap Great 
Lake. 

Recently the share of marine capture and the inland aquaculture has risen 
steadily, although still only a small proportion. In 2004, the marine capture was 
about 120,000 mt, 16% of total fisheries production. In the same year, inland 
aquaculture was about 116,000 mt, 15.5% of total fisheries production. Marine 
aquaculture was only 4,500 mt, 0.6% of total fisheries production. Although 
Cambodian aquaculture is still small, expansion of this sector will contribute 
significantly to export growth (CTIS, 2014). This assertion is already evident in 
the case of world fisheries exporting countries, including major exporters China, 
Thailand and Viet Nam, which are being driven by the rapid expansion of 
aquaculture.
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Figure 1. Cambodian fisheries production in quantity, 1980-2014

  

Source: Authors’ calculation based on data from FAO FishStatJ 3.01.0.

Figure 2. Cambodia fisheries production category share in total 
production, 1980-2014

Source: Authors’ calculation based on data from FAO FishStatJ 3.01.0.

Figure 3. Top 10 producers of inland fisheries capture, 2014

Source: Authors’ calculation based on data from FAO FishStatJ 3.01.0.
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The fish processing subsector, which primarily relies on traditional practices, is 
still a small-scale and household-based operation. According to the FiA 
estimation, 85,000 mt of inland capture and 6,200 mt of marine capture were 
processed in 2012, mainly into fish paste, fish sauce, salted dry fish, fermented 
fish and smoked fish. A large proportion of processed fishery is domestically 
consumed, and only a small percentage (7.5%) was exported in 2012.  The 
demand for sun-dried fish for animal feed is rising as well as for export to Viet 
Nam (CTIS, 2014). Four processing plants are operating in Cambodia to freeze 
fish for export, one of which is located in Phnom Penh and is processing inland 
fish. The other three plants, located in Shihanouk province, process marine 
fish. However, both inland and marine captures cannot provide a consistent 
supply of fish to the processing plants, due to the seasonality of inland fishing 
and inconsistency of marine capture (CTIS, 2014). Aquaculture generally 
provides a consistent supply for processing plants, but this subsector is still in 
the infant stage.

3. Cambodia fisheries exports

Following the fisheries reforms made during the past 15 years, which favoured 
local communities, most Cambodian fisheries products are directed to domestic 
consumption, with only a small proportion being exported. Figure 4 shows that 
during 1994 and 1998 the share of exports in total production fluctuated between 
15% and 35%, while during 1999 and 2005 it was around 15%. During 2006 
and 2013, exports accounted for only around 5% of total production despite a 
considerable increase in output.

During 1994-2013, Cambodian fisheries exports were trivial and sharply volatile 
(figure 5 and table 3), perhaps due to the lack of support by the Government 
for industrial fisheries production (Golub and Varma, 2014). The Government’s 
efforts to conserve fisheries resources and favour local fishers have been 
conducted at the expense of the export sector. Golub and Varma (2014) pointed 
out that recent government policy reforms caused exports to decline further. As 
shown in figure 5, after the close down of KAMFIMEX, exports rose briefly 
during 2001 and 2005 to their highest point at 56,800 mt, then dropped sharply 
to 24,100 mt in 2007 and 32,000 mt 2013. However, in terms of value, exports 
reached $60 million in 2011 and $62.5 million in 2013, which were the highest 
values ever recorded. Compared to other ASEAN members, Cambodia is the 
third smallest fisheries exporter, ahead of Brunei Darussalam and the Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic. Thailand, Viet Nam and Indonesia are, by far, 
the largest fisheries exporters in ASEAN (annex table 3). Together, they 
represent 85.5% of ASEAN’s total fisheries exports.
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Figure 4. Cambodian fisheries exports, production quantity and export 
share in production, 1994-2013

Figure 5. Cambodian fisheries exports and imports, 1994-2013

Source: Authors’ calculation based on data from FAO FishStatJ 3.01.0.

Trade partner
Trade value (United States dollars)

2012 2013 2014 2015
China       619 302       496 154       468 521    329 443 
Hong Kong, China       166 231       161 283       106 590      22 542 
Japan       591 056 - - -
Malaysia         37 621         12 236              906 -
Republic of Korea              150           2 986 -        6 909 
Senegal - - -      47 155 
Singapore          47 860         19 777 -
Thailand          51 455      106 954       102 338      23 811 
United States               548 - - -
Viet Nam      177 885      354 571          42 382      35 293 
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Table 3. Cambodian fisheries exports by  destinations, 2012-2015

Source: Authors’ calculation based on data from United Nations Comtrade.

From 2012 to 2015, Cambodia exported its fisheries products to China, Hong 
Kong, China; Japan, Malaysia, the Republic of Korea, Senegal, Singapore, 
Thailand, the United States and Viet Nam. The major fisheries trade partners 
of Cambodia were China, Viet Nam, Thailand, and Hong Kong, China (table 3). 
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Table 1. Top exported fishery commodity by value (2013-2015)

HS6
Value in United States dollars

Commodity
2013 2014 2015 Total

030622    518 556 479 749 329 443 1 327 748 Lobsters (not frozen)
030616    104 618     65 598     82 448      252 664 Frozen cold-water shrimps and prawns 
030617    219 532     13 098 -      232 630 Frozen, other shrimps and prawns
030229      56 039     65 989     22 542      144 570 Flat fish, excluding livers and roes

030520    127 529 -       1 333      128 862 Livers and roes of fish, dried, smoked, 
salted or in brine

030199      55 268     39 039     15 315      109 622 Live fish

030539        4 494     40 130 -        44 624 Fish fillets, dried, salted or in brine, but not 
smoked 

030193      31 441 - -        31 441 Carp
030759      22 824 -       2 027        24 851 Octopus (octopus spp.) 
030627       9 297       7 658        16 955 Other shrimps and prawns (not frozen)

030569        6 638 - -          6 638 Fish, salted but not dried or smoked and 
fish in brine, other than edible fish offal 

030274        2 436       2 644 -          5 080 Eels (Anguilla spp.)
030626 - 4 287 -          4 287 Not frozen cold-water shrimps and prawns 
030739 - -       2 751          2 751 Mussels 
030192        2 478          2 478 Live fish, other live fish, Eels 
030624        1 535 - -          1 535 Not frozen crabs

030329           572          906 -          1 478 Tilapias, catfish, carp, eels, Nile perch and 
snakeheads, excluding livers and roes

030549 - -          796             796 Smoked fish, including fillets, other than 
edible fish offal 

030751 - -          598             598 Octopus 

030629 - -          240             240 
Crustaceans, not frozen, other, including 
flours, meals and pellets of crustaceans, fit 
for human consumption

Total 1 153 960 720 737 465 151 

Dij =
𝒔𝒔𝒔𝒔𝒔𝒔 𝒐𝒐𝒐𝒐 𝑹𝑹𝑹𝑹𝒍𝒍𝒍𝒍
𝒄𝒄𝒐𝒐𝒔𝒔𝒄𝒄𝒄𝒄 𝒐𝒐𝒐𝒐 𝑹𝑹𝑹𝑹𝒍𝒍𝒍𝒍

In terms of value, Cambodia’s most exported fisheries commodities were lobster 
(not frozen) (6-digit HS code was 030622), followed by frozen cold-water 
shrimps and prawns (HS 030616), frozen other shrimps and prawns (HS 
030617), and flat fish, excluding livers and roes (HS 030229) (table 4).

Cross-border fisheries trade also took place on a significant scale although 
always missing in the official trade statistics. For example, CTIS (2014) reported 
that a big proportion of Cambodia marine fisheries captures were landed in 
Thailand or Viet Nam; other captures were sold at sea to large fishing vessels 
from a few other countries as well as Taiwan Province of China and Hong Kong, 
China. This high proportion of unprocessed fish exports partly explains 
Cambodia’s lack of processing facilities. According to Golub and Varma (2014), 
Cambodia exported a large quantity of freshwater fish to Viet Nam and Thailand, 
where well-established processing facilities are available to add value to re-
exports to the major importing markets.
 
Table 4. Top exported fishery exports commodity by valve, (2013-2015)

Source: Authors’ calculation based on data from United Nations Comtrade.
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4. Fisheries export constraints

Like other least developing countries, one of the main export constraints faced 
by Cambodia are stringent NTMs such as SPS, HACCP and private certification 
schemes described in section B above (see also the list in the box below). 
Although Cambodia was able to export to the United States and Japan up to 
2012, Cambodia fisheries exporters have never had access to the European 
Union market because Cambodia cannot comply with HACCP inspection 
systems (Golub and Varma, 2014). In particular, in late November 2013 the 
European Commission proposed placing an embargo on Cambodia’s fisheries 
products because foreign fishing vessels bearing the Cambodian flag had 
illegally fished in international waters and sold fish to the European Union. 
Although the embargo did not affect Cambodia’s fisheries exports, it damaged 
Cambodia’s reputation. Since then, Cambodia has not exported fisheries 
products to the European Union (Xinhua, 2013).

On the supply side, fisheries export constraints include the lack of government 
support and poor institutional capacity (CTIS, 2014). The lack of the capacity 
to inspect and enforce the quality and safety standards of fisheries products 
obstructs the sector’s export potential. Similarly, Golub and Varma (2014) stated 
that Cambodia’s export potential was deteriorating due to the Government’s 
strict control over  export distribution. Furthermore, a processing plant in 
Cambodia complained that the 10% export tax on seafood was a major barrier 
to the development of fisheries processing and exporting (Golub and Varma, 
2014).

In addition, the lack of storage, handling, packaging, and processing facilities 
at landing sites are major constraints that are resulting in low value-added of 
Cambodia’s exports of unprocessed fish to Thai and Vietnamese processing 
centres. Cambodia’s fish processing industry is based on a century-old tradition 
of processing freshwater fish mainly by the artisan fishers (CTIS, 2014). The 
lack of knowledge about contemporary processing methods or international 
sanitation standards among the majority of small-scale fishers has hindered 
the conversion from traditional to industrial fishing (Golub and Varma, 2014). 
The lack of consistent supplies of fish is also a constraint on exports as well as 
the processing sector. As mentioned above, inland fish capture is highly seasonal 
while marine capture provides inconsistent quantities. Aquaculture has high 
potential to be able to provide a consistent supply of fish if it is properly managed. 
However, Cambodia’s aquaculture subsector is in its early stage of development. 
The Government’s fisheries policy reforms during recent decades have mainly 
been aimed at conserving the freshwater fisheries resources. These reforms 
restrict the expansion of fisheries captures and exports.
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5. Prospects for fisheries exports

It was suggested by CTIS (2014) that the FiA should enhance its capacity and 
accreditation in order to become a “Competent Authority” so that it can coordinate 
exports to the European Union markets. In addition, it recommended that 
Cambodia should make efforts to combat illegal, unreported and unregulated 
(IUU) fishing in its exclusive economic zone (EEZ) as well as prevent the vessels 
bearing the Cambodian flag from illegally fishing elsewhere, in order to get the 
European Union to lift its embargo on Cambodian fisheries products.

Associations of small-scale producers of marine fisheries and community-based 
co-management of inland fisheries have been established with support from 
the FiA. Therefore, the FiA should initiate and implement a campaign or 
programme to raise their awareness about NTMs and international standards. 

While the fisheries policy aims to conserve the wild freshwater fisheries 
resources, freshwater fisheries production is less likely to expand and the 
sector’s potential for exports is unlikely to be realized. In contrast, aquaculture 
is the most promising sector for industrialisation and acceleration of Cambodia’s 
fisheries production and exports. Rapid expansion of aquaculture in China, 
Thailand and Viet Nam has been the driving force for their rise as world fisheries 
exporting countries. However, a feasibility study and environmental impact 

Constraints on Cambodian fisheries exports
In brief, Cambodia’s fisheries exports face the following constraints:
 (a) Stringent NTMs such as SPS, HACCP and private certification 
  schemes;
 (b)  A lack of the capacity to inspect and enforce the quality and safety  
  standards of fisheries products;
 (c) Cambodia’s fish processing industry is based on a century-old 
  tradition of handling and processing;
 (d) Inadequate knowledge of contemporary processing methods or  
  international sanitation standards;
 (e) A lack of storage, handling, packaging, and processing and  
  supporting facilities at landing sites;
 (f) A lack of a consistent supply of fishery and an underdeveloped 
  aquaculture subsector;
 (g) The Government’s strict control over export distribution;
 (h) Fishery policies aimed at conserving freshwater fishery resources  
  and restriction of captures.



128

assessment should first be conducted to clarify whether Cambodia has the 
appropriate endowments for development of sustainable aquaculture as well 
as to avoid negative impacts on the environment and society. One approach to 
rapid aquaculture development is for Cambodia to attract foreign direct 
investment (FDI) and domestic investment in this sector. FDI will bring technical 
skills and facilities such as storage, processing and testing facilities that 
Cambodia needs to comply with NTMs and international standards. 

C. NTMs and their impacts on Cambodia’s fisheries exports

1. Coverage ratio of NTMs in Cambodia fishery export

The ASEAN members impose NTMs on all fisheries commodities exported by 
Cambodia. As shown in figure 6, coverage by SPS measures, TBT and NTB3 
is 100%, except Malaysia whose NTB coverage is 26%. Annex tables 4, to 7 
present the number of NTMs imposed by selected ASEAN members on fisheries 
products that are most exported by Cambodia. In general, Viet Nam imposes 
the most measures –  167 NTMs. On average, each fishery commodity is subject 
to between 22 and 27 NTMs including 19 SPS measures, five TBT, one price 
control measure, one finance measure and one measure affecting competition. 
Singapore is the second-most stringent country in terms of the number of NTMs. 
Singapore has 111 NTMs, comprising 13 SPS, seven TBT, and two price control 
measures. About 13 to 18 NTMs are applied to each fishery product that are 
most exported by Cambodia. Malaysia imposes 93 NTMs including eight SPS, 
seven TBT and one price control measure. On average, each fishery commodity 
faces about 13 NTMs. Thailand imposes the least NTMs on fisheries products 
that are most exported by Cambodia – nine NTMs, including seven SPS 
measures, one TBT measure and one price control measure.

3  The non-technical barriers discussed in this chapter  are NTMs that are not included in categories 
A (SPS) and B (TBT).
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Figure 6. Major ASEAN partners’ NTM coverage of fisheries imports
from Cambodia

Source: Authors’ calculation based on data from the World Bank’s World Integrated Trade Solution 
(WITS).

2. Regulatory distances of ASEAN members’ NTM regimes

This subsection examines the regulatory distances between Cambodia and its 
fisheries export partners as well as other ASEAN members and the implications 
for MRAs. Regulatory distance was introduced by Cadot and others (2015) to 
determine the differences between NTM regimes. In this analysis, if two countries 
apply l type of NTM to fisheries commodity k at 6-digit HS, then regulatory 
difference is RDlk = 0; and RDlk = 1, otherwise. The following formula was used 
to calculate the regulatory distance Dij between the two countries. Then all the 
values of Dij were converted to an asymmetry matrix and plotted in a graph 
produced in multi-dimensional scaling of proximity data using STATA (figure 7).

Figure 7. Regulatory distance of NTMs among ASEAN members

Source: Authors’ calculation based on data from the World Bank’s World Integrated Trade Solution.
Note: Modern MDS (loss=stress; transform=identify); loss criterion = 0.2584.
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Figure 7 suggests that Cambodia has the smallest regulatory distance with 
Singapore, one of Cambodia’s fisheries export partners. Cambodia also has 
relative small regulatory distances with the Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
and the Philippines. It should be noted that Singapore is in the centre of the 
graph, indicating that it has relatively smaller regulatory distances to all other 
ASEAN members, while Viet Nam, Indonesia and the Philippines are in similar 
NTM regimes. 

Questions have been raised about the implication of regulatory distances of 
NTM regimes on trade. However, no empirical study on the effects of regulatory 
distance on trade has been conducted yet, so there is not enough empirical 
evidence to assert that closer regulatory distance associates with more trade 
or wider regulatory distance associates with less trade. Nonetheless, closer RD 
may make it easier to have an MRA and to harmonize NTM regimes because 
both countries already have similar NTMs, so little change is needed to 
harmonize NTMs and implement MRA. The justification is that although two 
countries implement the same NTMs on a commodity, if both countries do not 
recognize each other’s testing or certification, the exporters must have their 
commodities tested and certified by the regulatory body in the importing country. 
However, if both countries have harmonized standards and regulations or an 
MRA related to the commodities, the exporters only conduct testing or 
certification once. 

Regarding MRAs, under the ASEAN Sectoral Integration Protocol for Fisheries 
approved by the ASEAN members on 29 November 2004 and which came into 
force on 31 August 2015 together with many other measures, it was agreed to:

 (a) Accelerate the implementation/development of sectorial (MRAs);  
(b) Encourage domestic regulators to recognize test reports issued by  
 testing laboratories already accredited by National Accreditation  
 Bodies in ASEAN  that are signatories to ILAC and APLAC MRA  
 (ASEAN, 2004);

 (c)  Develop and implement MRAs for selected fisheries products (ASEAN  
 Sectoral Integration Protocol for Fisheries, 2004, pp. 3-9).

3. The impacts of NTMs on Cambodian fisheries exports (a gravity model)

This subsection uses a gravity model to determine the effect of NTMs applied 
by the export partners to Cambodia’s fisheries exports. The gravity model 
equation is:
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(a) Data

The dependent variable is the aggregate value of fisheries commodities (HS 
03) exported by Cambodia to her trade partners from 2011 to 2015. During that 
period, Cambodia’s partners in fisheries exports included: Australia; China; 
Hong Kong, China; Japan; Malaysia; the Republic of Korea; Senegal; Singapore; 
Thailand; the United States; and Viet Nam. However, the export data for the 
Republic of Korea were dropped because that country’s NTM data could not 
be used.  In cases where the data for certain partners and years did not exist, 
the export value was assumed to be zero, but this move was not applied to any 
countries to which Cambodia did not export during 2011-2015. 

The NTM data were gathered from World Integrated Trade Solution (WITS) for 
each partner during the period that include the most NTMs, so the periods are 
different from partner to partner. However, it was assumed that the NTMs in the 
collected data were applied by the importing partners throughout the period of 
the study; therefore, the NTM variables are time invariant. The data were 
collected from the following sources:

 (a) Trade data was collected from United Nations Comtrade, available  
  at: https://comtrade.un.org/;
 (b)  NTM data were collected from WITS available at http://wits. 
  worldbank.org/;
 (c)  GDP data were collected from the World Bank World Development  
  Indicators (WDI), available at http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/ 
  world-development-indicators;
 (d)  Other gravity model data were collected from CEPII, available at  
  www.cepii.fr/CEPII/en/bdd_modele/presentation.asp?id=8.

http://www.cepii.fr/CEPII/en/bdd_modele/presentation.asp?id=8
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(b) Model estimation

The data were treated as balanced panel variables for 10 country pairs 
(Cambodia and partners). The time variable was for 2011-2015, so there are 
50 observations. A random-effects panel regression was adopted by using the 
xtreg command of STATA with a robust option in order to identify the effects of 
NTMs that were time-invariant. Fixed effects cannot be used for this purpose. 

(c) Results

Table 5 shows the results of the gravity model estimations. The significant 
variables are lngdp_partner lgdp_reporter, contig, ASEAN members, lnSPScount 
and lnTBTcount. lngdp_partner has a positive coefficient, indicating a 1% 
increase in the partners’ GDP could expand Cambodia’s fisheries by 2.2%. 
lgdp_reporter has a negative coefficient (-16.30) (table 5), indicating that 
Cambodian fisheries exports have strong negative elasticity in its GDP. Based 
on the literature review, the significant coefficient of an exporter’s GDP is an 
indication of the important of home market effect and intra-industrial trade. For 
the home market effect, it can be in line with the fact that most of Cambodian 
fisheries production is directed to domestic consumption. However, in the case 
of Cambodian fisheries, intra-industrial trade is not relevant. 

Table 5 shows that contig has a positive coefficient as expected, indicating that 
Cambodia is more likely to export fisheries products to the countries adjacent 
to its borders, i.e., Thailand and Viet Nam. Likewise, ASEAN members have a 
positive coefficient, suggesting that Cambodia tends to export fisheries products 
to ASEAN members more than to non-members.

Table 5 also shows that the countSPS and countTBT have negative coefficients, 
indicating that Cambodia’s export value has negative elasticity with the number 
of SPS and TBT measures. For every 1% rise in the number of SPS measures, 
Cambodia’s fisheries exports are likely to drop by 4%, while a 1% increase in 
the number of TBTs may cut Cambodia’s fisheries exports by 3.3%. This result 
may imply that Cambodian fisheries products can barely meet the requirements 
of SPS and TBT measures imposed by its trade partners. This result can be 
justified by the fact that Cambodia’s fisheries sector is still underdeveloped, and 
lacks technical capacity and facilities for compliance with NTMs and international 
standards, as highlighted in section B.
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Table 5. Results of gravity model estimations

Source: Authors’ calculation.
Note: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1; robust standard errors in parentheses; estimator: xtreg, robust re 
of STATA.

D. The need for ASEAN to accelerate regulatory convergence

Like other trade blocs, ASEAN has viewed NTMs as a vital component in its 
economic integration efforts. In the endeavour to expedite greater efficiency 
and improve the cost-effectiveness of regional trade through ASEAN Economic 
Community 2015 (AEC) Blueprint, ASEAN members set forth several actions 
to deal with NTMs, including: (a) harmonizing standards, technical regulations 
and conformity assessment procedures; (b) establishing and applying sectorial 
MRAs on Conformity Assessment for specific sectors; (c) improving technical 
infrastructure and capability in laboratory testing, calibration, inspection, 
certification and accreditation; and  (d) enhancing post-market surveillance 
systems. 

Panel regression 
 

Random-effects,  
robust estimator 

Observations 50 
Number of pairs 10 
Wald chi2, df 376.27, 7 
Prob > chi2       0.000 
Overall R2 0.59 
Rho 0.13 
Coefficients  
lngdp_partner 2.23*** 
 (0.41) 
lngdp_reporter -16.30** 
 (7.60) 
Lndist -0.612 
 (0.80) 
Contig 5.13** 
 (2.44) 
lncountSPS -4.61** 
 (1.98) 
lncountTBT -3.30*** 
 (0.70) 
ASEAN members 4.18** 
 (2.06) 
Constant 348.20** 
 (170.00) 
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Several advances have been completed by the establishment of the ASEAN 
Cooperation on Standards and Conformance to Facilitate Trade as well as the 
setting up of the ASEAN Consultative Committee on Standards and Quality 
(ACCSQ). The Committee’s primary goal is to homogenize national standards 
to international standards and to adopt MRAs on conformity assessment to 
attain its ultimate objective of “One Standard, One Test, Accepted Everywhere”. 
ACCSQ has founded horizontal working groups4 for standards and conformity 
assessment procedures for the purpose of eliminating NTBs. 

Additionally, the Committee established the Policy Guideline on Standards and 
Conformance in order to lead ASEAN bodies working in the areas of standards 
and conformance. The purpose was to assist the fast-track integration of priority 
sectors by 2010 and speeding up the accomplishment of the AEC by 2020 as 
the ultimate objective. The guideline contains regulations pertaining to the 
standard harmonization, technical regulations, conformity assessment, post-
market surveillance and transparency. Moreover, the national standards agency 
should accept and comply with the Code of Good Practice for the Preparation, 
Adoption and Application of Standards as provided in Annex 3 of the WTO 
Agreement on Technical Barriers to Trade.

The policy guideline stated that ASEAN members have to adopt any or a 
combination of these measures in order to accelerate the accomplishment of 
a single market and single production base by: 

 (a) Standardizing national standards with the pertinent international ones;   
 (b)  Inspiring involvement in the establishment of international standards,  
  specifically the ones related to ASEAN trade;  
 (c)  Taking conformity assessment procedures in line with international  
  standards and guidelines, or minimizing differences wherever full  
  conformity is impossible due to differences in legitimate objectives; 
 (d)  Enforcing MRAs in regulated areas wherever possible, by means of  
  the ASEAN Framework Agreement on Mutual Recognition  
  Arrangements as the basis; and 
 (e)  Accelerating cooperation among National Accreditation Bodies and  
  National Metrology Institutes in ASEAN to enforce MRAs.

4 Those working groups include: (1) Working Group on Standards and Mutual Recognition Agreements; 
(2) Working Group on Accreditation and Conformity Assessment; (3) Working Group on Legal 
Metrology; (4) Joint Sectoral Committee for ASEAN Sectoral MRA for Electrical and Electronic 
Equipment; (5) ASEAN Cosmetic Committee; (6) Pharmaceutical Product Working Group; (7) 
Prepared Foodstuff Product Working Group; (8) Automotive Product Working Group; (9) Traditional 
Medicines and Health Supplements Product Working Group; (10) Medical Device Product Working 
Group; (11) Wood-Based Product Working Group; and (12) Rubber-Based Product Working Group.
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The fisheries sector is one of ASEAN’s 12 priority integration sectors. Four 
areas for integration include: (a) food safety; (b) research and development; (c) 
human resources development; (d) and information sharing. The main NTMs 
regarding SPS measures and TBT include: (a) the establishment of a scheme 
of fisheries quality and management; (b) the adoption of international good 
practices, standards, and international and regional regulation; (c) the 
strengthening of test amenities and appreciation of testing and certification; (d) 
regulatory standardization; and (e) mutual recognition of certain fisheries 
products.

Although ASEAN has done much to achieve the harmonization of standards, 
the region is still struggling to effectively address NTMs, thus making them one 
of the obstructions to trade in the region (Narjoko, 2015). The NTM incidence 
is high for some ASEAN members, and the main perceived barriers include 
procedures or requirements for product certification or for acquiring an import 
or export licence. This includes the requirement by officials for excessive 
documentation, the time for document processing and unclear information 
provided by officials and results in significant additional costs for importers and 
manufacturers (Narjoko, 2015). The latest study on NTMs in ASEAN by ERIA-
UNCTAD (2016) also drew a similar conclusion that the number of NTMs 
imposed by ASEAN members is increasing. More specifically, the total number 
of NTMs in the 10 ASEAN members was 5,975 measures in 2015, an increase 
from 1,634 measures in 2000 (ERIA-UNCTAD, 2016). Of the total NTMs, 33.2% 
were SPS measures, 43.1% were TBT, 12.8% were export-related measures, 
and the remaining 10.9% were other measures (Narjoko, 2015). What make 
NTMs an even greater impediment to trade is the lack of capacity, especially 
among newer ASEAN members, to comply with the requirements. At the State 
level, some Governments lack qualified testing laboratories, a competent 
accreditation body and adequate manpower to implement the post-market 
surveillance (Pettman, 2013). At the industry level, in addition to the lack of 
government support, firms (especially small and medium-sized enterprises) 
lack the capacity to meet the identified standards (Narjoko, 2015). 

E. Conclusion

The preceding analysis of NTMs imposed by other ASEAN members on 
Cambodia’s fisheries exports provides country- and sector-specific evidence 
of their prevalence. The results indicate significant variations in NTMs among 
ASEAN members, reflecting the lack of regulatory harmonization in practice. 
Viet Nam imposed the highest number of NTMs on fisheries, compared with 
other partners of Cambodian fisheries exports, followed by Singapore, Malaysia 
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and Thailand. In other words, ASEAN members have heterogeneous NTM 
regulatory regimes. Cambodia has quite wide regulatory distances from the 
country’s major export partners including Thailand and Viet Nam. Like other 
least developing countries, Cambodia faces both demand-side and supply-side 
constraints. The demand-side constraints include stringent NTMs such as SPS 
measures, HACCP and private certificate schemes applied by importing 
countries. The supply-side constraints include poor infrastructure, a lack of 
technical and financial capacities to comply with NTMs, and poor production 
capacity. The empirical results derived from the gravity model estimation also 
clearly show the cost of NTMs resulting from declining exports. Despite a country 
case study, the empirical result is as expected and provides further firm evidence 
of the cost of NTMs and the need to address the problem. 

The findings echo the urgent need for ASEAN as regional trading bloc to 
accelerate the efforts to address NTMs, especially the areas of standard 
harmonization and conformity procedures. This can be done through expediting 
regional efforts and commitment to conclude MRAs in fisheries. As well as 
helping to reduce the regulatory distance among ASEAN members, MRAs will 
likely reduce the compliance and costs burden, and thus increase intraregional 
fisheries trade. The good news is that ASEAN members are continuing to reduce 
NTMs as firmly articulated in the AEC Blueprint 2025. It will involve: (a) the 
elimination of NTBs; (b) standards and conformity measures; and (c) streamlining 
procedures and reducing requirements for certificates, permits and licences to 
import or export. However, given the gap in development and the difference in 
regulatory frameworks, it remains to be seen whether ASEAN members are 
willing to cooperate in reaching equivalence in technical regulations, standards 
harmonization and MRAs. Yet, such progress is critical to effectively addressing 
NTMs to help ASEAN achieve deeper integration. 

It is also clear that public institutions and the private sector in Cambodia both 
lack capacity and resources to meet stringent quality and safety standards 
imposed on fisheries products. This means that the country needs to build 
technical capacity and strong institutional mechanisms to achieve effective 
enforcement of quality and standard conformity.
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1 Hazard analysis and critical control points is a systematic preventive approach to food safety from 
biological, chemical, and physical hazards in production processes that can cause the 
finished product to be unsafe, and designs measurements to reduce these risks to a safe level.
2 GAP = good agricultural practices; GHP = good hygiene practices; and GMP = good manufacturing 
practice.
* Please note that the Annex to this chapter is available digitally from http://www.unescap.org/
resources/trade-integration-within-asean-role-non-tariff-measures-cambodia-lao-peoples-
democratic

Part II
Chapter 3

Barriers facing Myanmar’s non-implementers of the 
European Union HACCP1 standards system* 

Wai Yee Lin 

Introduction

This chapter examines barriers facing non-implementers of the European Union 
HACCP standard for fishery processing plants in Myanmar, which are hindering 
them from taking part in the global value chains. The survey results discussed 
here show that a quarter of the respondents were unable to export to European 
Union markets because of technical barriers. More than 90% did not have any 
financial problem for the integration of their production systems to be able to 
export to the European Union, and no more than one-third saw the required 
change in scale and scope as a barrier to such integration. Moreover, a positive 
strong correlation between technical barriers and the scale and scope of change 
was found with r value 0.816, n=36, p=0.01. China was the main market for 
one-fifth of respondents, while ASEAN members and China were main markets 
for more than half of the respondents. As such, fisheries exports by Myanmar 
are currently mainly regional rather than global, which is a major reason for 
Myanmar’s non-implementation of production systems with the European 
Union’s HACCP system. 

However, the adoption of food safety management systems such as HACCP, 
GAP, GHP, GMP2 etc. is becoming common practice in the fragmented global 
food production chain. This is not only aimed at fulfilling market quality and 
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safety requirements but also at overcoming non-tariff measures (NTMs) or 
technical barriers to trade (TBT) in transboundary food exports. It is clear that 
the global agro-food business is being increasingly dominated by the value 

chain relationship in which leading firms exercise vertical coordination, thus 
driving product differentiation and innovation as well as a shift from final product 
quality control (just by testing) to process control based upon the HACCP 
concept (Humphrey and Memedovic, 2006). However, at the regional level, 
practical activities may be different to what is expounded by various theories. 
Therefore, it is necessary to find out the actual practices within the region.  

It was suggested that food safety standards can act both as a barrier to trade 
and as a basis of competitive positioning for developing countries in international 
markets (Henson and Jaffee, 2006). Meanwhile, standards can be classified 
into processing and product standards. The enforcement of technical regulations 
is most effective when the market is focused on process conformity rather than 
product conformity. Process conformity is less restrictive than product conformity 
but it can still ensure that the desired requirements are met for health and safety 
standards (Tippmann, 2013). However, both are necessary for market 
differentiation. Public and private food safety standards are fundamentally about 
establishing controls and conformance in production, transport and processing 
of food (Henson and Humphrey, 2009). 

The European Union market has been at the forefront of developing food safety 
standards and has had a profound influence on the development of the food 
export industry (Greenhalgh, 2004). Its regulatory environment provides a wider 
range of cost-effective opportunities through closer collaboration between 
regulatory agencies and producers, while putting safe food production 
responsibility on producers (Martinez and others, 2007).  

Achieving food safety in international trade is regarded as a public goal that 
must be shared by global consumers without rivalry. As export success and 
lucrative market access are in the interests of Government and firms in exporting 
countries, they must invest in food control. 

The restructuring of requirements for food control in major food importing 
countries is observed in the form of closer collaboration between competent 
authorities (CAs) of exporting and importing countries (Wai and others, 2015). 
The CAs of food exporting countries integrate overall capacity of the food control 
system vertically by adopting importing countries’ food safety regulatory 
requirements. In this case, the CA of an exporting country is responsible for 
controlling safety along the food chain, through a precautionary approach, on 
behalf of the CA of the importing country. 
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At the firm level, processors need to be controlled by the CAs. Firms must 
integrate their food safety management systems in order to acquire CA approval. 
This is known as horizontal integration. Introduced by the European Union in 
2009, these two types of integration must now be implemented.

Taking part in international trade requires government investment in quality 
infrastructure (Hochman and others, 2013) due to ever-increasing consumer 
demand, market requirements etc. It is no longer just a public health issue but 
also a market development issue (Unnevehr and others, 2003). Thus, export 
promotion policies need to look beyond tariffs and subsidies towards the 
establishment of standards (FAO, 2012). Small-scale producers in developing 
countries face challenges in fulfilling export requirements, mainly due to technical 
and financial limitations. 

The level of food safety standards in the European Union is regarded as the 
highest in the world. Although Myanmar’s fisheries sector was the country’s first 
food subsector to export to the European Union, so far only 14% of the sector’s 
producers are able export to European Union markets. 

A. Methodology

The study area included Yangon and four coastal-area States and Divisions. 
The duration of the study was from December 2016 to February 2017. The 
sample size was n=36  Primary and secondary data used in the study comprised 
a field survey and available academic articles, respectively. Data collection was 
carried out through telephone and face-to-face interviews.

The study was conducted with two objectives. The first objective was to 
investigate barriers facing fisheries processing that were non-implementers of 
HACCP, while the second was to examine policy support and food control 
system integration by the CA, with particular focus on how Mutual Recognition 
Agreements (MRAs) meshed with CA food control and the impact on MRA 
trading partner countries.

Interviews were held with the responsible personnel of the Research and 
Development Section of the Fish Inspection Quality Control Division: the 
delegated CA of the European Union was conducted to gain in-depth information. 
The Fish Inspection Quality Control Division and the Myanmar Fishery Exporters 
Association helped the research team, especially with interviews, the provision 
of data and general communication with the firms concerned.

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0147596712000509
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Of Myanmar’s 112 fishery processing plants, 94 were non-approved factories 
at the time of the survey. A total of 56% of all non-implementers were in Yangon 
and 44% of all non-implementers in other states and regions. Of those that 
replied to the telephone survey, a structured questionnaire was used. The overall 
response rate was 42.8%.

B. Barriers to HACCP

This study explored four broad types of barriers – questionable appropriateness, 
the scale and scope of change, low priority and financial constraints – based 
on a study by Herath and Henson (2010). As these four barriers impeded the 
adoption of HACCP by food processing firms in Canada they were relevant to 
this study. Therefore, this study was also able to identify whether the non-HACCP 
implementers/firms were facing the same barriers. 

C.  Mutual Recognition Agreements

A Mutual Recognition Agreement or Arrangement is a voluntary agreement 
between Governments on the conformity of assessment bodies; simply put, 
two or more parties mutually accept each other’s regulations. Typically, an MRA 
provides an exporting party with the authority to test, inspect and/or certify 
products, in its own territory and prior to export, for conformity with the regulatory 
requirements of the importing party (ASEAN, 2014). The purpose of MRAs is 
to facilitate trade by enabling conformity assessment to be performed in the 
country of origin to be accepted in order to avoid duplication in the importing 
country (ITC, 2015). 

D. Myanmar fisheries trade

1. Myanmar fisheries exports to the world

Figure 1 the average pattern of Myanmar fisheries exports to the world during 
2010-2015 while table 1 lists the value of Myanmar fisheries exports to the world 
from 2010 to 2015. Figure 2 shows the value of Myanmar fisheries exports to 
ASEAN members, 2015 while figure 3 shows the total value of fisheries imports 
by ASEAN members, 2015.



143

Figure 1. Average Myanmar Fisheries exports to the world  
(% of product code)

Source: Data from ITC calculations based on UN COMTRADE statistics

Table 1. Value of Myanmar’s fisheries exports to the world, 2010-2015

 

 
 

Product 
code 

Product label 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

'0306 Crustaceans, whether in 
shell or not, live, fresh, 
chilled, frozen, dried, 
salted or in brine. 

502 896 715 816 782 573 869 589 1 224 474 999 064 

'0304 Fish fillets and other fish 
meat, whether or not 
minced, fresh, chilled or 
frozen. 

260 160 335 202 380 064 397 718 483 432 536 833 

'0305 Fish, fit for human 
consumption, dried, 
salted or in brine; 
smoked fish, fit for 
human consumption. 

110 420 109 384 127 313 117 404 110 071 116 511 

'0307 Molluscs, fit for human 
consumption, even 
smoked, whether in 
shell or not, live, fresh, 
chilled. 

351 566 458 782 439 053 566 625 600 502 614 155 

'0302 Fish, fresh or chilled 
(excluding fish fillets and 
other fish meat of 
heading 0304). 

373 046 408 042 418 385 441 130 447 351 426 337 

'0308 Aquatic invertebrates 
other than crustaceans 
and molluscs, live, 
fresh, chilled, frozen, 
dried. 

  29 497 35 574 41 246 43 265 

'0303 Frozen fish (excluding 
fish fillets and other fish 
meat under heading 
0304). 

2 460 
811 

3 130 
093 

3 409 
749 

3 315 
871 

2 848 009 2 690 
643 

'0301 Live fish. 790 74 79 089 81 399 67 957 64 969 57 907 

 

'0306 
16% 

'0304 
7% 
'0305 
2% '0307 

9% 
'0302 
8% 

'0308 
1% 

'0303 
56% 

'0301 
1% 

Source: Data from ITC calculations based on UN COMTRADE statistics.

Product 
code 

Product label 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

'0306 Crustaceans, whether in 
shell or not, live, fresh, 
chilled, frozen, dried, 
salted or in brine. 

502 896 715 816 782 573 869 589 1 224 474 999 064 

'0304 Fish fillets and other fish 
meat, whether or not 
minced, fresh, chilled or 
frozen. 

260 160 335 202 380 064 397 718 483 432 536 833 

'0305 Fish, fit for human 
consumption, dried, 
salted or in brine; smoked 
fish, fit for human 
consumption. 

110 420 109 384 127 313 117 404 110 071 116 511 

'0307 Molluscs, fit for human 
consumption, even 
smoked, whether in shell 
or not, live, fresh, chilled. 

351 566 458 782 439 053 566 625 600 502 614 155 

'0302 Fish, fresh or chilled 
(excluding fish fillets and 
other fish meat of heading 
0304). 

373 046 408 042 418 385 441 130 447 351 426 337 

'0308 Aquatic invertebrates 
other than crustaceans 
and molluscs, live, fresh, 
chilled, frozen, dried. 

  29 497 35 574 41 246 43 265 

'0303 Frozen fish (excluding 
fish fillets and other fish 
meat under heading 
0304). 

2 460 811 3 130 093 3 409 749 3 315 871 2 848 009 2 690 643 

'0301 Live fish. 790 74 79 089 81 399 67 957 64 969 57 907 
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Figure 2. Total value of fisheries exports by ASEAN members, 2015

Source: Data from ITC calculations based on UN COMTRADE statistics.

Figure 3. Value of total fisheries imports by ASEAN members, 2015

Source: Data from ITC calculations based on UN COMTRADE statistics.
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2. Fisheries industry in Myanmar

Myanmar is traditionally an agrarian country that exports a variety of primary 
produce cultivated by 70% of the population. However, little investment in quality 
infrastructure has been made during the past 30 years, which has impeded 
export (UNIDO, 2013). It was stressed that trade-supported industries were not 
so successful in exporting to lucrative markets (ITC, 2015). 

The image of Myanmar food products is limited due to having no strong brand 
image (e.g., seafood) in international markets (CBI, 2012). However, 
neighbouring countries as well as the world largest exporters, e.g., China, 
Thailand and Bangladesh, are still buyers and re-exporters of Myanmar 
(fisheries) products. Thus, there is room for Myanmar’s fisheries sector to 
develop and sell to end markets directly. 

There are two broad types of fisheries processing firms in Myanmar:

(a) Firms that can export to the European Union market due to having been  
 approved by the CA of Myanmar as implementing the European Union  
 HACCP system at their factories, especially in processing;

(b)  Firms that cannot export to European Union markets because they have  
 not introduced the HACCP system in the processing of their products.

Only about 15% of Myanmar’s fisheries firms are equipped to meet the European 
Union HACCP standard requirements (Wai and others, 2015). Therefore, it is 
necessary to understand how the other firms set up their food safety management 
systems and what level of HACCP has been achieved by them. Moreover, this 
study examined the types of barriers that exist for those firms wanting to integrate 
the HACCP system in their processing. At the time of this survey, there were 
18 approved factories with European Union standard HACCP 94 unapproved 
factories registered with the Department of Fisheries. According to the 
Department, of the 94 unapproved processing plants, 50 had implemented the 
Department’s HACCP standard while 40 were preparing to implement it.
 
The reasons for non-implementation of HACCP are more complicated than is 
often recognized, and cannot be explained solely in terms of the ‘‘unwillingness’’ 
(Herath and Henson, 2010). Table 2 shows the types of fishery processing 
plants in Myanmar in 2016-2017.
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Table 2. Types of fisheries processing plants in Myanmar, 2016-2017
E. Results and discussion

Source: Author’s calculation based on Department of Fisheries data.

E. Results and discussion

This section is divided into three subsections. The first subsection provides 
descriptive statistics of the respondent processing plants, while the second 
subsection discusses barriers facing non-implementers of the European Union 
HACCP standard. The third subsection reviews the regional fisheries trade and 
potential role of MRAs. 

1. Descriptive statistics of respondent processing plants

A total of 47% of Myanmar’s fisheries processing plants constructed 2000, of 
which more than 44% of the respondent plants were established during 1995-
2000. Less than 9% were built before 1995 (table 3).
In terms of ISO possession, a great majority did not possess ISO series and 
only 5.6% of the responding plants said they had ISO certificates such as ISO 
9000 series on quality management, HACCP system etc.

Regarding ownership, most of the responding factories (91%) are owned by 
Myanmar nationals. Currently, only 5% are joint ventures and 3% are owned 
by foreigners. However, as a result of the recently promulgated investment law, 
it is expected that the number of joint-venture plants and foreign-owned factory 
will increase in the near future. 

The size of a plant is typically judged by the number of employees. More than 
half of the respondent plants (55.6%) had more than 100 employees, while 14% 
had between 50 and 100 employees and 25% had less than 50 employees. 

No. 
 
 
 
 
. 

State/Division 
 
 
 
 
 

Classification  Total 
 
 
 
 
  

Cold 
storage and 
processing 

plants  
 

Surimi 
 
 
 
 

Fish-
meal 

 
 
 

Dry 
prawns 

 
 
  

Prawn
-shell 
dust  

 
 

Canning  
 
 

 
 

1 Yangon 63  2 4  - -  -    69 
2 Tanintharyi 10 2 5 2  -  -   19 
3 Ayeyarwaddy   8  - 1  -  -  -     9 
4 Mon   5  -  -  -  -  -     5 
5 Rakhine    8  - 1  -  -  -     9 
6 Shan   1  -  -  -  -  -     1 

  Total  95 4 11 2  -  - 112 
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With regard to specific requirements for the processing workforce, none were 
reported, even though specific requirements were needed for the managerial 
staff. A large majority of the workforce (73%) were women, for which there no 
specific requirements.

Table 3. Characteristics of the surveyed fishery processing plants

Source:  Author’s survey

Only 8.3% had hired foreign experts, while 89% of the respondents did not have 
foreign experts. However, 60% said that buyer quality control experts inspected 
their plant before finalising contracts. Two-thirds (66.7%) had internal quality 
control staff, while 33% said they did not have internal quality control staff. 
Around 61% said that their internal quality control staff attended training courses 
including those conducted by the Department of Fisheries. 

A total of 44% were aware of the safety and quality requirements of markets 
because of their experience, while 36% reported that they had learnt the 
requirements through their buyers or agents. Regarding the use of ICT, 86% 
reported that they used a variety of ways, such as e-mail, fax and local agents, 

Variables  % Mean Std. deviation 
Year of establishment  
Before 1995 
1995-2000 
After 2000 

 
8.3 
44.4 
47.2 

2.39 0.645 

Having ISO certificates  
Yes 
No 

 
5.6 
94.4 

1.94 0.232 

Firm size (number of employees) 
Less than 50 
50-100 
More than 100 

 
26.5 
14.7 
58.8 

2.32 0.878 

Ownership  
National 
Joint ventures 
Foreigners  

 
91.7 
  5.6 
  2.8 

1.11 0.398 

 Type of business (processing plant) 
Processor-cum-exporter 
Processor  

 
36.1 
63.9 

1.64 0.487 

Have foreign experts  
Yes 
No 

 
  8.6 
91.4 

1.91 . 2.84 

Main markets 
China  
ASEAN 
Japan  
Other countries including ASEAN 
members  
(Domestic (ex: to Yangon)  

 
19.4 

0 
  8.3 
52.8 
19.4 

3.53 1.362 

Buyers’ quality control (person) 
Yes (visit before buying)  
 No 

 
60 
40  

1.40 0.497 
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for accepting orders from potential buyers. The majority (86%) had cold storage 
facilities at their plants; the capacity of cold storage varied with the largest one 
at about 6,000 metric tons. 

The majority of the respondents (81%) said they did not have mini-laboratory 
or other facilities for testing some parameters at their factories. Other 
respondents (19%) said that they had some facilities for testing. Actually having 
mini-laboratory or related facilities is not a technical requirement for the 
respondent factories. It was found that 63.9% of the plants only did processing 
while 36% were processor-cum-exporters. 

Safety and quality, and packing size are considered major requirements. A total 
of 44% said they were aware of the safety and quality requirements of markets 
from previous experience. However, 36% of the respondents said that they 
learnt detailed requirements from their buyers or agent. Packing size is typically 
20 kilograms per pack; however this requirement was changed to 10 kilograms 
in 2016. 

Regarding main markets, 19% of the respondents said that their main market 
was China, while 53% said they exported to other ASEAN members as well as 
China. About 8% said they exported mainly to Japan, while 19% sell their 
products on the domestic market (mainly Yangon). With regard to potential 
exports to the European Union, 39% of the respondents were planning to export 
to the European Union; a similar number of respondents (39%) said that they 
were not planning to export to the European Union. A further 22% replied that 
they were unsure about for exporting in the future to the European Union.

2. Barriers facing non-implementers of the European Union HACCP system 

With regard to financial barriers, 90% of the respondents said they did not face 
any barriers regarding finance, while 8% said that they had a financial problem. 
The Department of Fisheries (2012) reported that in fiscal year 2010-11, the 
Livestock and Fisheries Development Bank (LFDB) loaned 96.85 billion kyat 
to the owners of aquaculture farms and factories, and a total 105.25 billion kyat 
to the owners of businesses related to the fisheries sector up to 31 July in fiscal 
year 2011-12 for the development of Myanmar’s fisheries sector.

With regard to the required scale and scope of change, 33% of the respondents 
said they would be barriers when applying for access to European Union 
markets, while the remaining 67% did not see them as barriers.

A few of the respondents (11%) agreed that applying to be registered in the 
European Union approved factory list had low priority, while 89% perceived 
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integration as having low priority. Questionable appropriateness was not 
regarded as a barrier by 89% of the firms. A total of 25% of the respondents 
considered technical requirements to be a barrier in the integration needed for 
exporting to European Union markets, while 75% did not consider that to be a 
barrier. A positive strong correlation was found between the technical 
requirements barrier and the scale of change with r value 0.816, n=36 , p=0.01. 
There was a positive strong correlation between questionable appropriateness 
and low priority with r=0.719, n=36, p=0.01. Moreover, a positive moderate 
correlation was found between the scope of change and financial barriers with 
r value 0.426, n=36, p=0.01. 

3. Capacity of the fisheries processing infrastructure in ASEAN 
members and regional fisheries trade

The approved fisheries establishments in the ASEAN members are listed in 
table 4. There are six types of fishery establishments, i.e., aquaculture farms, 
processing plants for wild-caught (PP for WC), freezing vessels (ZV), cold 
storage (CS), refer vessels (RV) and factory vessels (FV). 

Viet Nam possesses the highest number of approved establishments among 
ASEAN members, followed by Thailand and Indonesia. Cambodia and the Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic have no approved establishments, most likely 
because they are small, landlocked countries. Of the 10 countries listed, 
Myanmar ranks sixth with only 18 (2%) of its fisheries establishments having 
received approval.
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Table 4. Approved establishment capacity of ASEAN countries

Figure 4. ASEAN members competing for investment in the fisheries industry

Fluctuations in fisheries trade (in terms of value) were found among ASEAN 
members. Figure 4 shows the values of fisheries exports and imports trade in 
2015.

Source: www.trademap.org/tradestat/Country_SelProductCountry_TS.aspx. Figure 5 shows the 
percentage of Myanmar’s fisheries exports to ASEAN members from 2005-2016. Thailand ac-
counted for the largest share, followed by Malaysia and then Singapore

ASEAN member Aquaculture 
farms PP for  WC ZV freezing 

vessel 
CS cold 

store 
RV   Reefer 

vessel 
FV 

factory 
vessel 

Total 
establishments 
(each member) 

 

Viet Nam 415 71 0 0 0 0 486 

Thailand 137 81 0 0 12 0 230 

Indonesia 105 98 9 0 0 0 212 

Philippines 13 116 34 4 0 0 138 

Malaysia 13 9 0 0 0 0 22 

Myanmar 0 18 0 0 0 0 18 

Singapore 0 5 0 0 0 0 5 
Brunei 

Darussalam 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 

Cambodia 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Lao PDR 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
ASEAN 

members 
(total) 

685 398 43 4 12 0 1113 

Capacity of 
Myanmar 

fisheries (%) 
0 4.52 0 0 0 0 1.62 
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Darussala

m
Cambodia Indonesia Malaysia Myanmar Philippine

s Singapore Lao
PDR Thailand Viet Nam
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0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

900

Va
lu

e 
in

 U
S 

$ 
m

ill
io

ns
  



151

Figure 5 shows the percentage of Myanmar’s fisheries exports to ASEAN 
members from 2005-2016. Thailand accounted for the largest share, followed 
by Malaysia and then Singapore. 

Figure 5. Share of Myanmar fisheries exports to ASEAN members

Table 5. Value of Myanmar fisheries export to ASEAN members, 2005-2016
(Unit: United States dollars, thousands)

Source: www.trademap.org/tradestat/Country_SelProductCountry_TS.aspx.

 

 
ASEAN 
member 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Brunei 
Darussalam 1 453 2 471 - - 0 3 55 10 540 343 90 28 

Cambodia 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 - 

Indonesia 897 469 1 507 2 245 1 559 1 800 974 186 103 888 1 503 507 

Malaysia 26 487 30 892 29 570 29 622 31 600 35 167 39 595 38 529 38 183 35 679 34 117 37 036 

Philippines 35 82 7 0 26 15 20 19 0 0 27 88 

Singapore 20 059 21 610 17 818 17 034 14 478 13 277 11 594 11 956 7 458 7 619 5 969 - 

Lao PDR 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 - 

Thailand 55 979 54 375 46 197 73 886 72 172 65 823 61 490 45 913 32 159 26 186 20 785 81 935 

Viet Nam 4 632 1 369 1 224 1 740 6482 3378 4380 6121 4809 5002 1780 - 

ASEAN 
aggregate 109 547 111 268 96 323 124 527 126 317 119 463 118 108 102 734 83 252 75 717 64 271 125 445 

Total 245 851 261 124 255 449 306 307 299 950 303 065 313 516 349 373 359 429 431 987 315 072 374 839 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[CATEGORY 
NAME] 

Zero per cent 

[CATEGORY 
NAME] 

Zero per cent 

Indonesia 
1% 

Malaysia 
33% 

[CATEGORY 
NAME] 

Zero per cent 

Singapore 
13% 

Lao PDR 
Zero per cent 

Thailand 
49% 

Viet Nam 
4% 

 

 

Brunei 
Darussalam 

Zero per 
cent 

Cambodia 
Zero per cent 

Indonesia 
1% 

Malaysia 
33% 

Philippines 
Zero per cent 

Singapore 
13% 

Lao PDR 
Zero per cent 

Thailand 
49% 

Viet Nam 
4% 



152

4. Mutual Recognition Arrangements for ASEAN

In the ASEAN region, MRAs also aim at removing technical barriers by:

  (a) Accepting the results of testing, inspection and certification undertaken  
  by exporting countries, if they meet with the requirements of importing  
  countries; 
  (b)  Abolishing (unnecessary) reassessments when testing, inspection  
  and certification are harmonized or accepted as the equivalent;
 (c)  Accepting assessment by exporting countries’ testing, inspection and  
  certification services using the standard of importing countries to  
  confirm the competency of the procedures on behalf of the importing  
  countries.

The fisheries sector is one of the 12 priority integration sectors in terms of 
preconditions and preparatory processes for developing MRAs in the region 
(ASEAN, 2014). 

Article 19 of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) calls for harmonizing 
standards, regulations and conformity assessment procedures by using 
international practices (ASEAN, 2015). Chapter 7 of the ASEAN Trade in Goods 
Agreement (ATIGA) requires ASEAN members to harmonize their standards 
with international standards in order to remove unnecessary barriers. The sixth 
principle of ASEAN Food Safety Policy encourages ASEAN members to 
establish MRAs or equivalent arrangements with each other in order to facilitate 
economic integration (ASEAN, 2016).  

In the case of Thailand, there are two types of MRAs from the point of view of 
importing countries. The first type of MRA is made when the partner countries 
have equivalence in standards and inspection/certification systems, and the 
importing country accepts the exporting country’s certificate/certificate mark. 
The second type of MRA is practiced even though the importing and exporting 
countries have different standards but equivalence in their inspection/certification 
systems, and the exporting country’s certification is accepted, based on the 
importing country’s (agricultural) standard (Pongsapitch, 2011). Countries may 
have different level of standards but exporting countries need to agree on an 
equivalence arrangement in terms of inspection/certification, based on the 
requirements or the standards of the importing country.
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MRAs fall into two categories:

(a) Type 1 – Intraregional or intra-community. Once the region prevails 
on MRA within the region, it will also arrange MRAs with trading 
partner countries outside the region. This category can be found in 
the European Union;

(b) Type 2 – MRAs between trading partner countries. This type of mutual 
recognition among the competent authorities of trading countries is 
now becoming the norm.

Table 6 shows the requirement for mutual recognition in vertical integration in 
some of Myanmar’s major importing markets including the European Union.

Table 6. Major markets with different levels of vertical integration
requirements

Eighteen fisheries processing plants in Myanmar have been approved by the 
European Union (Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed – RASFF). Those 
plants have received approval from different markets, and 61.11% (11 plants) 
can export to the European Union, Viet Nam and China. A total 72.22% (13 
plants) have been approved by the European Union (RASFF) and China 
(National Certification and Accreditation Administration), 72.22% (13 plants) 
approved by the European Union (RASFF) and Viet Nam (National Agro-
Forestry-Fisheries Quality Assurance Department). A total of 16.67% (three 
plants) have received approval only for European Union markets (RASFF).     
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Table 7. Value of Myanmar fisheries exports, by destination, 1997-2010 
(Unit: United States dollars, millions)

Source: Based on data of Department of Fisheries

F. Conclusion

This study provides an insight into the characteristics of fisheries firms in 
Myanmar, their type of relationship with supply chain actors, target markets and 
opinions on barriers to the adoption of European Union HACCP standards in 
their plants. It is shown that non-implementers in Myanmar do not face any 
specific, statistically significant barriers if they want to integrate with European 
Union markets. 

Although their exports so far are mainly regional rather than global, they still 
make up the major share (86%) among fisheries processers in Myanmar. 
Regarding MRAs, the MRA between Myanmar and the European Union for 
fisheries trade is type 2. Mutual recognition not only facilitates trade but also 
encourages the enhancement of technical competency, especially in inspection 
and testing capacities. In this era of increasing utilization of NTMs, MRAs provide 
small exporting countries with the opportunity to gain market access as long as 
they fulfill the requirements of trading partners. The share of Myanmar’s 
approved fisheries plants is only 2% of the total approved plants in ASEAN 
members, as overall development is still in its infancy.  

 

 

Country/area 1997-
1998 

1998-
1999 

1999-
2000 

2000-
2001 

2001-
2002 

2002-
2003 

2003-
2004 

2004-
2005 

2005-
2006 

2006-
2007 

2007-
2008 

2008-
2009 

2009-
2010 

China  14 56 55 67 87 129 19 125 106 131 149 106 105 

Thailand  41 31 15 23 41 25 9 30 62 110 56 77 99 

Singapore  45 40 32 27 17 23 8 11 17 30 70 119 96 

Malaysia  6 6 10 15 14 27 34 46 21 21 87 41 36 

Japan  18 21 20 24 23 31 16 44 46 50 42 23 17 

Kuwait  0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 14 30 32 53 

Hong Kong, 
China  25 19 17 21 17 14 18 14 17 14 13 0 0 

Bangladesh  0 0 0 4 7 11 0 12 15 22 27 19 16 

Saudi Arabia  0 0 0 0 0 0 0 17 17 20 35 21 23 

United Arab 
Emirates 0 0 3 0 5 5 5 10 21 18 14 14 17 

United States 2 0 7 13 16 18 13 0 0 0 0 0 0 

United 
Kingdom 3 6 5 6 7 8 7 7 8 0 0 11 12 

Australia  4 4 5 6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Viet Nam  0 0 0 0 0 0 8 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 

 

Market  2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 
Total 3 611 181 4 110 094 4 941 645 4 868 035 5 062 027 5 762 642 4 838 124 

ASEAN 173 894 183 878 259 192 278 794 303 564 364 894 410 237 

European 
Union 1 004 630 1 044 370 1 119 226 900 895 863 828 1 000 135 761 135 

Japan 589 542 682 169 744 784 781 012 760 704 794 017 690 833 

Republic 
of Korea 247 856 313 656 398 664 402 941 400 242 502 998 437 550 

United 
States 543 180 679 674 830 802 858 816 933 978 1 063 639 812 715 

China 124 557 162 055 246 518 291 492 415 646 459 400 435 685 

Others 927 522 1 044 292 1 342 458 1 354 085 1 384 066 1 577 560 1 289 970 
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Part II
Chapter 4

 
Barriers to fisheries exports in Viet Nam and potential 
roles of mutual recognition of standards for goods in 

ASEAN

 Tran Binh Minh and Vo Tri Thanh

Introduction

Agriculture has been considered as one of the key economic sectors for ensuring 
food security and sustainable development in Viet Nam. During the past few 
decades, since the “Renovation Programme” was launched in mid-1980s, a 
long series of agriculture policy changes have continued to be made in Viet 
Nam, including: (a) the replacement of cooperatives by households as the basic 
decision-making unit in production; (b) the security of land tenure for farmers; 
(c) the reduction of domestic trade barriers and facilitation of market access 
through international economic integration; and (d) the fostering of linkages 
between industry (processing sector) with agriculture. The results to date have 
been very impressive. Viet Nam’s agricultural production has made significant 
achievements, contributing to national food security, economic development 
and inflation reduction, poverty reduction, trade balance, territory defence and 
stabilization of the socio-political situation in the country. The reforms have also 
created conditions for strong agricultural supply in response to growing domestic 
demand and improved international market opportunities. Agricultural production 
more than tripled in volume between 1990 and 2013, with agro-food exports 
soaring. Viet Nam is now world’s largest exporter of cashews and black pepper, 
the second-largest exporter of coffee and cassava, and the third-largest exporter 
of rice and fisheries (OECD, 2015).

In line with domestic agricultural reforms, Viet Nam has made proactive efforts 
at international economic integration, which have enhanced the opportunities 
for agricultural development. In addition to numerous bilateral trade agreements, 
the country joined the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and 
the associated ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA) in 1995, entered a bilateral 
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trade agreement with the United States in 2000 and became 150th member of 
WTO in 2007. Those are regarded as the biggest milestones in the proactive 
efforts to integrate the national economy with regional and global economies.

However, new challenges are emerging. So far, 70% of the Vietnamese 
population lives in rural areas; therefore, agriculture production is their main 
livelihood. Production growth rates are slowing for a number of commodities, 
and prices of some commodities have declined in recent years. Under the 
national strategy for agricultural development in 2011-2020, Viet Nam is seeking 
to achieve high-quality output and competitiveness in order to increase the living 
standards and rural incomes of farmers as well as maintain food sufficiency.
 
With regard to international economic integration, Viet Nam has taken steps to 
reform its border protection measures and improve trade openness. Tariffs on 
agro-food imports have fallen. The average most-favoured nation (MFN) applied 
tariff dropped from 24% in 2000 to 16% in 2013 (OECD, 2015). MFN applied 
tariffs are significantly lower for imports from ASEAN countries and China. Import 
and export requirements, or non-tariff barriers, are more stringent in agricultural 
sector, including packaging, labelling, traceability requirements, and the most 
seen sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) measures. Despite arguably serving 
different non-economic objectives, these non-tariff barriers (NTBs) often fail to 
be adequately justified, while significantly adding to the cost of importing. That 
is also the reason for an increasing interest in the topic of barriers Vietnamese 
enterprises face in accessing regional and global markets, particularly for sectors 
such as fisheries. 

This study is structured as follows. Section A describes the approach and 
methodologies used. Section B reviews the overall performance of the 
Vietnamese fisheries sector together with a specific analysis of trade patterns. 
Section C identifies barriers to fisheries exports that are faced by Vietnamese 
firms while some findings of the enterprise survey are shown in section D. 
Section E concludes with some policy implications and recommendations.

A. Approach and methodologies

In obtaining the overall objectives of a Viet Nam case study on measuring the 
economic benefits gained from mutual recognition of standards for agricultural 
sector goods since post-WTO accession, this study considered the following 
questions:
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 (a) How are exports from Viet Nam affected by NTBs (ASEAN/non- 
  ASEAN)?
 (b) Whether these exports require any Mutual Recognition Agreements  
  (MRAs) in order to improve the capacity of Viet Nam?
 (c) What improvements required on domestic setting rules and facilities? 
  
To answer the above-mentioned questions, secondary data for analysing the 
fisheries sector were collected from the following sources:

 (a) Trade data from the United Nations Comtrade database;
 (b) The non-tariff measures (NTM) database of the United Nations  
  Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and the Economic  
  Research Institute for ASEAN and East Asia (ERIA);
 (c)  Data from the General Statistics Office (GSO) of Viet Nam;
 (d)  Export-import statistics compiled by Viet Nam’s General Department  
  of Customs.

Face-to-face, in-depth interviews were held with relevant stakeholders, including 
the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, the Ministry of Health 
(Department of Food Administration), the SPS Office of Viet Nam, the Technical 
Barriers to Trade (TBT) Office of Viet Nam, the Viet Nam Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry, the General Department of Viet Nam Customs, and the Viet Nam 
Association of Seafood Exports and Producers (VASEP). 

In addition, a questionnaire was sent to 50 fisheries firms. The key components 
of the questionnaire included: (a) the overall characteristics of the firms; (b) the 
firms’ understanding of  Free Trade Agreements (FTAs), Bilateral Investment 
Treaties (BITs) and related issues; (c)  policy support at the sectoral level 
(benefits and difficulties); and (d) their outlook and recommendations. 
  

B. Performance of the fisheries sector in Viet Nam
1. Agricultural development in Viet Nam

The growth patterns of the agricultural, forestry and fisheries sectors during 
2001-2016, which are shown in table 1, recorded a decreasing trend in overall 
growth, from 3.52% in 2001-2010 to only 1.36% in 2016. Among the three 
sectors, the fisheries sector recorded the fastest overall growth rate. During 
2001-2010, the sector’s average growth rate was almost 7.6% per annum, 
followed by around 5% in subsequent years before declining to 2.8% in 2015 
and 2016. Meanwhile, the average growth rates of the agriculture and forestry 
sectors reached about 3% per annum during 2001-2010, before slowing down 
during 2011-2016. Both the agricultural and fisheries sectors experienced slower 
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1

Average 
2001-2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Overall GDP growth 7.25 5.89 5.03 5.42 5.98 6.68 6.21
Agriculture, forestry and 
fisheries

3.52 4.00 2.72 2.67 3.49 2.41 1.36

Agriculture 3.00 3.68 2.32 2.21 2.60 2.03 0.72
Forestry 1.49 4.96 5.83 5.78 6.85 7.69 6.11
Fisheries 7.62 5.46 4.16 3.98 6.53 2.80 2.80

Industry-construction 9.10 5.53 4.52 5.43 7.14 9.64 7.57
Services 7.33 6.99 6.42 6.56 5.96 6.33 6.98

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 
Agriculture, forestry and 
fisheries 20.58 22.02 21.65 18.39 18.12 18.89 18.14 

Agriculture 16.11 17.42 16.75 14.05 13.63 14.14 13.54 

Forestry 0.73 0.68 0.70 0.67 0.70 0.82 0.83 

Fisheries 3.74 3.92 4.20 3.67 3.79 3.92 3.77

Industry-construction 41.09 40.25 40.65 38.30 38.50 36.95 36.37 

Services 38.33 37.73 37.70 43.31 43.38 44.16 45.49 

No. Criteria Unit 2011-2015 2016-2020
1 GDP growth rate of AFF           % 3.3-3.5 3.5-4.0
2 Growth rate of output           % 4.0-4.5 4.0-4.5
3 Total export revenue

- Agricultural products
- Fishery
- Forestry

Billion United 
States dollars

20 - 21
9.5-10
7
4.5-5

39 – 40
21-22
10
8

4 Average export growth % 6.5 5 per annum

growth rates recently due to domestic economic hardship, unfavourable weather 
conditions and slow progress in agricultural restructuring. 

Table 1. Growth rates of the agriculture, forestry and fisheries sectors, 
2001-2016

(Unit: Per cent)

Source: Author’s calculation based on GSO data.

Table 2 shows the shares of the agriculture, forestry and fisheries sectors in 
Viet Nam’s gross domestic product (GDP) during 2010-2016. With its higher 
growth rate, the fisheries sector saw its share of GDP increase steadily from 
3.7% in 2010 to 4.2% in 2012, before fluctuating at around 3.8% during 2014-
2016. The forestry sector’s contribution to GDP fell almost continuously from 
over 1.3% in 2001 to just over 0.7% in 2010, and 2012-2016. The share of the 
agricultural sector declined from 18.2% in 2001 to 16.7% in 2012, after which 
it ranged between 13-14% in 2013-2016. Altogether, the share of the agricultural, 
forestry and fisheries sectors contracted from over 23.2% in 2001 to 21.6% in 
2012 and to slightly more than 18% in 2013-2016. The smaller overall share of 
the agricultural, forestry and fisheries sectors was also associated with the 
move by the Government of Viet Nam towards accelerating industrialization of 
the economy, which in turn led to expansion of the industry-construction and 
services sectors.

Table 2. Share of agriculture, forestry and fisheries of GDP, 2010-2016

 (Unit: Per cent)

Source: Author’s calculation based on GSO data.
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2. Key agriculture-related policies in Viet Nam

After the Renovation programme of the country in 1986, agricultural development 
could be classified and summarized as four key stages:

 (a) Renovation (1986-1993). The key milestone of this period was the  
  issuance of Resolution No.10/1998/NQ-TW on the renovation of  
  agricultural management, shifting the focus of agriculture and rural  
  development from cooperatives to farm households. There was a  
  reduction of government control over prices and it opened markets  
  to greater domestic and international competition. However, prices  
  remained regulated for a limited number of products that were  
  economically and/or socially essential to the country, including  
  fertilizer, sugar and rice; 
 (b)  Expansion period (1993-2000). The Government promulgated a  
  series of regulations on institutional reforms and on improving  
  investment and technological innovation such as: (i) the establishment  
  and development of agricultural extension to transfer technology to  
  farmers; (ii) credit policy for family farms, allowing rural households  
  to borrow from commercial banks; (iii) extending land-use rights,  
  granting land-use certificates (red book) and the expansion of rights  
  on exchanging, transferring, leasing and inheriting land (land Law  
  1993); (iv) the replacement of compulsory quota systems and  
  agricultural output tax with a land-use tax (Law on Agricultural Land  
  Use Tax 1993); (v) regulating and stabilizing the prices of essential  
  commodities; and (vi) relaxation of rice exports; 
 (c)  Consolidation (2000-2008). The overall target of this period was  
  strengthening market price transmission, and mobilizing essential  
  resources to step up agricultural and rural modernization and  
  industrialization. Four broad policies were implemented: (i)  
  encouraging domestic production of primary and processed products;  
  (ii) quality improvement; (iii) encouraging domestic and international  
  trade; and (iv) increasing investment from various sources in physical  
  and social infrastructure:
 (d)  Reorientation (2008 onwards): 
   (i)  The issuance of Resolution No.26/2008/NQ-TW on agriculture,  
    farmers and rural areas (Tam Nong);
   (ii)  In response to a sharp rise in international food prices during  
    2007-2009, Resolution No. 63/2009/NQ-TW was issued to  
    ensure national food security;
   (iii)  The overall framework for policy implementation under the  
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    Socio-Economic Development Strategy for 2011-2020 was  
    approved by the Prime Minister in January 2011 as well as the  
    five-year Socio-Economic Development Plans (SEDP) for 2011- 
    2015 and 2016-2020 (table 3). While the former reinforced the  
    overall objective of making Viet Nam a modern and industrialized  
    country by 2020, the latest five-year Socio-Economic  
    Development Plan, 2016-2020, specified the targets.

Table 3. Some key objectives of SEDP for agriculture, 2016-2020

Source: Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development.

With specific regard to the fisheries sector, the Government promulgated a 
national strategy on development of fisheries up to 2020, under Decision 1690/
QD-TTg, on 16 September 2010, focusing on: (a) developing a sustainable 
fisheries sector with a reasonable structure and production organization, raising 
the living standard for fishermen and the general population while protecting 
the ecological environment as well as national defence and security of the 
country; (ii) contributing 30%-35% of GDP in the agriculture, forestry and 
fisheries sectors with a growth rate of 8-10% per year, an export turnover of 
seafood valued at $8 billion-$9 billion, and total output of fisheries from 6.5 
million to 7 million tons, of which aquaculture accounts for 65-70% of total 
production; and (iii) creating jobs for 5 million fishermen, with an income per 
capita that is three times higher, training for more than 40% of fishermen, building 
coastal fishing villages and islands.

In addition, a series of policies have been issued, including Decree 67/2014/
ND-CP on policies for fisheries development, Decree 36/2014/ND-CP on the 
raising, processing and export of catfish, a restructuring programme on 
agriculture (Decision 899/QD-TTg on 10 June 2013), and the restructuring of 
the fisheries sector (Decision 2760/QD-BNN-TCTS on 22 November 2013 by 
the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development).
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 (a) Trade patterns of fishery products

 (i) Fishery exports 

Fishery exports have played an important role in the economy. By the end of 
2016, total fishery exports value reached $7.05 billion, a growth rate of 7.4% 
compared with that of 2015 (Figure 1), accounting for 22.3% of the export value 
of the agriculture, forestry and fisheries sectors and 4.1% of the Viet Nam’s 
total export value.

Figure 1. Fishery exports, 2005-2016

Source: General Department of Viet Nam Customs.

As figure 1 shows, the value of Viet Nam’s fishery exports did not change much 
during 2011-2016. In 2013-2014, the export growth of the fisheries sector 
exceeded that of the agriculture and forestry sectors, demonstrating an 
increasingly important role. However, in 2015, the growth rate fell sharply by 
-16.1%, due to: (a) an increase in competitive pressure from Indonesia, India 
and Thailand; (b) a decline in average import prices; and (iii) a slow-down in 
import demand in major markets. The average growth rate of seafood exports 
during this period was 7.5% per annum.
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Table 4. Exports of HS03 in major markets, 2009-2015

Source: World Bank, World Integrated Trade Solution (WITS) database.

Viet Nam’s exports of fishery products are quite concentrated. The two largest 
product categories at the 6-digit level cover frozen fish fillets (HS 030420), and 
frozen shrimps and prawns (HS 030613). The next-largest export product under 
Chapter 3 (Fish and crustaceans, mollusc and other aquatic invertebrates) 
includes frozen fish meat, excl. fillets (HS 030490), cuttle fish and squid (HS 
030749) and octopus (HS 030759). Altogether, the top five largest export 
products accounted for about 90% of total exports.

Table 5. Export of HS16 in major market, 2009-2015

Source: World Bank, World Integrated Trade Solution (WITS) database.

Market 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
Total 636 553 910 012 1 174 553 1 224 622 1 610 704 2 007 717 1 712 594
ASEAN 31 033 31 196 58 365 64 634 71 549 79 350 74 528
European 
Union

119 901 164 273 239 526 231 088 279 783 399 073 383 427

Japan 171 922 212 584 271 064 301 477 351 613 399 526 341 890
Republic 
of Korea

66 494 75 904 91 733 106 423 109 499 148 749 135 174

United 
States

170 820 280 495 333 524 312 169 528 187 646 698 502 152

China 268 802 1 048 4 351 7 348 9 158 12 142
Others 76 114 144 758 179 293 204 479 262 725 325 163 263 281
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The European Union has been one of Viet Nam’s major seafood importers, 
together with Japan and the United States. However, the United States has 
gradually replaced the European Union as Viet Nam’s largest fishery importer 
since 2013 table 4 and table 5. The growth rate of exports to European Union 
markets experienced abnormal fluctuations during 2008-2014, with a large 
decrease of -19.5% in 2012. During the same period, the average growth rate 
of seafood exports to European Union markets showed a downward trend of 
0.98%. 

Overall, Viet Nam has enjoyed significant and continuous export expansion of 
fishery products. This has resulted in particular from penetration of key traditional 
markets, which are largely developed economies with high income levels. 
However, such export expansion has failed to be accompanied by greater 
diversity of exported products. As such, the target of further increases in exports 
of HS03 products in particular, and fishery products in general, may require 
closer linkages with import channels of fishery inputs, given that the domestic 
cultivation and exploitation capacity appears to have reached its limit. 

(ii) Fishery imports 

The import value of fisheries has been on the increase since 2010. By 2016, 
Viet Nam’s total seafood imports had reached over $1.1 billion, up from more 
than $300 million in 2010, but not much different to 2014 (figure 2). This amount 
accounted for 12% of the total imports of agriculture, forestry and fisheries 
sectors in the same year.

Figure 2. Imports of seafood in Viet Nam, 2010-2015

Source: General Department of Viet Nam Customs.
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The growth rate of imports fluctuated during 2010-2015. After experiencing high 
growth in 2011, seafood imports recorded a slowdown during 2012-2013, before 
rising again in 2014. However, in general, from 2011 onwards, the imports of 
seafood recorded a growth rate that was bigger than the imports of agriculture 
and forestry sectors. 

Table 6. Key seafood products in some recent years
(Unit: Million United States dollars)

Source: Author’s compilation.

In recent years, there has been an increasing trend in fisheries imports, 
especially materials for processing, due to a shortage of domestic materials 
mostly attributed to loss of crops. For example, in 2015, such imports totalled 
$426 million, accounting for about 40% of total seafood imports. The value of 
imported tuna was also high, reaching $215 million, equivalent to 20% of total 
imports in 2015. According to the Viet Nam Association of Seafood Exporters 
and Producers (VASEP), seafood imported by Viet Nam mainly comprises fresh/
frozen and frozen fish and shellfish for processing and exporting (table 6).

8 
 

Products HS codes Total value 
in 2013 

Total value 
in 2014 

Total value 
in 2015 

Frozen shrimp 030617 201.7 436.5  

 

 

426.0 

Lobsters and other 
shrimps 

030621, 030622, 
030611, 030612 

8.7 7.1 

Coldwater shrimps and 
other shrimps (black-tiger 
and white shrimp) 

030616, 030626, 
030627 

25.4 22.7 

Frozen crab and other 
crabs 

030614, 030624 15.9 22.8 112.1 

Fresh/frozen sea fish 0302, 0303 349.4 419.1 283.0 
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India is the largest exporter of seafood for processing in Viet Nam (figures 3-4)..
In 2016, the import value from India reached $276.4 million, accounting for 25% 
of the total seafood imports. In particular, the share of shrimp imports was about 
74.7% of total shrimp imports in 2016. Followed by India, both Indonesia and 
China are large exporters of fisheries products to Viet Nam, with significant 
increase in 2016 of 85% and 33% respectively. The two other major imports 
markets included Norway and Japan with the fillets of salmon and tuna. However, 
these type of imports were mostly for domestic consumption.

(a)   Domestic fisheries regulatory framework

The overarching regulatory framework of the fisheries industry is the Law on 
Fishery, which was enacted and became into effect from 1 July 2004. The 
document is considered to be a comprehensive regulation governing: (a) the 
protection and development of fisheries resources; (b) fishing; (c) aquaculture; 
(d) management of fishing exploitation and fisheries service; (i) fisheries 
processing, trading, exporting and importing of aquatic products; (f) international 
cooperation in fisheries activities; and (g) State management of the fisheries 
industry. In addition to the Law on Fishery, some sub-law guidance documents 
have been issued (table 7).

4
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to Viet Nam,  by country, 2016
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Source:General Department of Viet Nam Customs

Figure 3. Major fisheries exporters 
to Viet Nam, by country, 2008-2015
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Table 7. Existing regulatory documents on fishery

Source: Author’s compilation.

10 
 

 

Document Content Issuing date 

Decree 27/2005/ND-CP  Guide on detailed implementation of some 
articles of the Law on Fishery. 

8 March 2005 

Decree 66/2005/ND-CP  Regulation on ensuring safety for people and 
fishing vessels in exploiting fisheries resources. 

19 May 2005 

Decree 33/2010/ND-CP  Governmental Decree on management of 
fisheries exploitation in Vietnamese sea areas. 

31 March 2010 

Decree 32/2010/ND-CP  Regulation by the Government on management 
of foreign vessels in Vietnamese sea areas. 

30 March 2010 

Decree 59/2005/ND-CP  Regulation on conditions on business and 
production of fisheries. 

4 May 2005 

Decree 80/2012/ND-CP Regulating the management of seaports, storm 
shelters for fishing vessels. 

8 October 
2012 

Decree 103/2013/ND-CP  Regulations on sanctioning of administrative 
violations in fisheries activities. 

12 September 
2013 

Decree 53/2012/ND-CP  Amending and supplementing some articles of 
Decrees on fisheries. 

20 June 2012 

Decision 1445/QD-TTg Approval by Prime Minister on the Master Plan 
for fishery development to 2020 vision to 2030. 

16 August 
2013 

Decision 375/QD-TTg Approval by the Prime Minister on 
reorganization of production in exploiting 
aquaculture products in order to protect and 
effectively use resources, and applying 
traceability systems to create favourable 
conditions for exporting. 

1 March 2013 

Decision 2760/QD-BNN-TCTS  Decision of the Minister of Agriculture and Rural 
Development on approving the restructuring of 
the fisheries sector. 

25 November 
2013 

Directive 12/CT-BCT  Directive of the Ministry of Industry and Trade on 
enhancing market information, trade promotion, 
and market development for boosting seafood 
export in the upcoming time. 

28 April 2014 
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The objectives of the Master Plan on fisheries development to 2020 and Vision 
to 2030, which were approved by the Prime Minister under Decision 1445/QĐ-
TTg, include the important targets detailed below.

  (a)  By 2020: (i) total output reaches about 7 million tons (35% of  
   exploitation and 65% of production); (ii) export value reaches $11  
   billion, growth rate of 7%-8% per year during 2011-2020; (iii) about  
   50% of fishermen are trained, with average earnings three times  
   higher; and (iv) a reduction of post-harvest losses from 20% to 10%. 
  (b)  By 2030: (i) total output reaches 9 million tons (30% of exploitation  
   and 70% of production); (ii) export value reaches $20 billion, a growth  
   rate of 6%-7% per year during 2020-2030; (iii) value-added reaches  
   60% of exports; and (iv) 80% of fishermen are trained.
 
(c) International Mutual Agreement on Fisheries

By the end of 2016, Viet Nam had entered 17 cooperative agreements/
memorandums of understanding (MoUs) with its partners in the field of fisheries. 
All 17 agreements and MoUs are on a bilateral basis, with common characteristics 
on controlling safety and SPS measures (Table 8). It is worth noting that Viet 
Nam has also signed bilateral agreements with ASEAN partners such as 
Cambodia, Indonesia, Myanmar, the Philippines and Thailand on fisheries. 
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Table 8. Bilateral Agreement on Fisheries, end of 2016

C. Barriers to fisheries exports

Most fisheries products under Chapter 03 and Chapter 16 enjoy the favourable 
tariff reductions when entering a free trade agreement (FTA). For example, 
according to Viet Nam’s Central Institute for Economic Management (CIEM), 
under the Viet Nam-European Union FTA (EVFTA), tariffs for most fisheries 
products will be reduced/eliminated under a specific schedule and commitments 
(table 9) when EVFTA comes into force. The remaining products will be subject 
to tariff quotas at the rate of zero per cent (table 9). 

6 
 

 
 

Signing partner Year Main content 

Republic of Korea 2016 Cooperative agreement on food safety control, and fisheries 
and aquatic product quarantine. 

Bangladesh 2012 MoU on fisheries and livestock. 

Indonesia 2012 Agreement between Viet Nam and Indonesia on food safety 
control and fishery products. 

Russian Federation 2011 Cooperative Agreement on fisheries and food safety control. 

New Zealand 2010 Agreement on bi-valve mollusc control in Viet Nam on exports 
to New Zealand. 

Myanmar 2010 MoU on fisheries cooperation between Viet Nam and 
Myanmar. 

Sierra Leone 2010 MoU on bilateral cooperation in the fisheries sector. 

Philippines 2010 Agreement on Bilateral Cooperation in Fisheries between Viet 
Nam and the Philippines. 

Italy 2008 MoU between Viet Nam and Italy in the field of quality control 
and food hygiene. 

China 2008 Cooperation Agreement on quality control and food safety. 

Republic of Korea 2007 Agreement on quality management of fisheries products and 
food safety. 

Canada 2006 MoU between Viet Nam and Canada on fisheries. 

Cambodia 2006 Agreement on technical cooperation in quality of fish safety, 
amphibians and aquatic animal health protection. 

Canada 2006 
Agreement on issues related to inspection and certification of 
drug residues in Viet Nam’s aquatic products and fisheries 
exports to Canada. 

Thailand 2006 Agreement on technical cooperation in controlling animal 
disease and fisheries safety. 

China 2004 
Cooperative Agreement on veterinary and quarantine 
inspection, and inspection of imported and exported fisheries 
products. 

France 2004 MoU on controlling aquaculture sanitation. 

 

 
 

 

 

Source: Author’s compilation
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Table 9. Tariff preferential treatment under EVFTA

Source: Vo and others (2016). 

7

~ 50% tariff lines:
- Base rate: zero-22%, most of which 
with high rate of 6-22%
- Zero per cent when the Agreement 
takes effect

~ 50% remaining tariff lines:
- Base rate: 5.5%-26%
- Zero per cent after 3-7 years

Quota tariff for canned tuna and fish balls at 11,500 tons and 500 tons, respectively 
(zero per cent for in-quota quantity)

Ratio of exports enjoying elimination of tariffs
- After 3 years: 86.5%
- After 5 years: 90.3%
- After 7 years: 100%

Code NTM by type Number of 
NTMs

%

A Sanitary and phytosanitary measures 142 37.47
B Technical barriers to trade 142 37.47
C Pre-shipment inspection and other 

formalities
5 1.32

E Non-automatic licensing, quotas, 
prohibition and quantity control 
measures other than SPS or TBTs

9 2.37

F Price control measures including 
additional taxes and charges 

7 1.85

G Finance measures 2 0.53
H Measures affecting competition 8 2.11
J Distribution restrictions 1 0.26
P Export-related measures 63 16.62

Total 379 100.00

In addition to favourable tariff treatment, Viet Nam’s fisheries sector can enjoy 
significant opportunities from the transferring of input materials for export 
processing. Recently, due to the reduction of domestic inputs for fisheries, the 
country has started increasing its imports of inputs and materials for export 
processing. Through its participation in several recent and planned mega-FTAs 
(EVFTA, TPP and RCEP), Viet Nam can benefit from increased opportunities 
for importing of inputs from large trading partners (e.g., ASEAN, Japan, the 
Republic of Korea and the European Union) in the form of better exploitation 
capacity and cheaper prices. Moreover, with advanced processing capacity, 
Viet Nam’s seafood enterprises can benefit from the accumulated Rules of 
Origin in other bilateral agreements, thus enhancing market access.

Another important factor is that the competitiveness of Viet Nam’s fisheries 
sector will be enhanced compared to other countries, such as China. Under the 
framework of some non-China FTAs, there may be a shift from China to other 
countries with more favourable manufacturing and labour conditions, including 
Viet Nam.

Despite the rapid export growth of fisheries products as well as the above-
mentioned opportunities, the industry is also facing emerging concerns and 
constraints that can be barriers to exports, thereby preventing further 
improvement of the industry, which include increasing NTMs, including TBTs 
and SPS measures.

A recent report by CIEM (2016) showed that in Viet Nam SPS measures and 
TBTs constituted the most popular NTMs. Both accounted for almost 37.5% of 
NTMs (Table 10) of current existing regulations. 
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Table 10. Summary of non-tariff measures by type

Source: Vo and others (2016). 

Product groups in the agro-food sector, including fisheries products, have 
experienced the most NTMs. The classification and database of NTMs show 
that those product groups had experienced, on average, more than 10 NTMs, 
particularly; vegetable products experienced at least 20 NTMs (CIEM, 2016).

Figure 5. Number of NTMs by product group
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- Zero per cent after 3-7 years

Quota tariff for canned tuna and fish balls at 11,500 tons and 500 tons, respectively 
(zero per cent for in-quota quantity)

Ratio of exports enjoying elimination of tariffs
- After 3 years: 86.5%
- After 5 years: 90.3%
- After 7 years: 100%

Code NTM by type Number of 
NTMs

%

A Sanitary and phytosanitary measures 142 37.47
B Technical barriers to trade 142 37.47
C Pre-shipment inspection and other 

formalities
5 1.32

E Non-automatic licensing, quotas, 
prohibition and quantity control 
measures other than SPS or TBTs

9 2.37

F Price control measures including 
additional taxes and charges 

7 1.85

G Finance measures 2 0.53
H Measures affecting competition 8 2.11
J Distribution restrictions 1 0.26
P Export-related measures 63 16.62

Total 379 100.00
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Moreover, the industry has experienced stringent SPS measures by advanced 
markets such as Japan, the European Union and the United States,. According 
to a report by the European Trade Policy and Investment Support Project (EU-
MUTRAP), fisheries products, especially shrimp, squid and tilapia, were the 
most often rejected with the common reason related to excess of standard value 
of certain antibiotics (e.g., Ethoxyquin) or appearance of prohibited antibiotics 
(e.g., Enrofloxacin, Chloramphenicol, Furazolidone). Bacterial contamination 
including coliform bacteria, such as E. coli, and bacteria counts, were also 
recorded as frequent violations of Viet Nam’s frozen fisheries products imported 
by Japan. In the United States market, bacterial contamination, hygienic 
condition/control and labelling were the most common reasons for import 
rejections of Viet Nam’s fisheries products. Meanwhile, in the European Union, 
bacterial contamination, veterinary drug residues, additives and heavy metal 
were seen as big problems with Viet Nam’s fisheries exports (Table 11). During 
the first nine months of 2015, warnings of antibiotic contamination in 27 export 
shipments to the European Union were received, which was 1.28 times higher 
than in 2014. 

Table 11. Reasons for rejections of Viet Nam imports of fisheries 
products by major markets

Source: MUTRAP (2014)
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Source: Authors’ calculation.

 D. Some preliminary findings from the SME survey
Responses were received from the sample of 40 respondents in enterprises in 
the domestic fisheries sector. It should be noted that all the respondents were 
in Hanoi. A total of 95% of the sample comprised private firms, with the remainder 
being state-owned enterprises. (table 12)

Table 12: Structure of surveyed enterprises by ownership

Source: Authors’ calculation.

1. Understanding of FTAs/BITs and related issues

A total of 55% of the surveyed enterprises demonstrated a reasonable knowledge 
of BITs and FTAs, while only 12.5% had a good understanding of BITs and 
FTAs. At the same time, almost one-third of the surveyed enterprises had a 
poor understanding of such agreements. The enterprises were also requested 
to assess the provision of information on FTAs and BITs in Viet Nam (including 
those pending) (table 13). Half of the surveyed enterprises were of the opinion 
that such the provision of such information had been rather poor. Around 42% 
of the respondents rated information provision as fair. Very few enterprises 
considered the information provided so far as being good. 

Table 13. Assessment of information provision
regarding FTAs and BITs
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  Good Fair Poor Total 

No. of responses 3 17 20 40 

Share (%) 7.5 42.5 50.0 100.0 
 

 Figure 3. Knowledge of tariff reduction and 
preferential treatment for FDI 

 
Source: Authors’ calculation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 Number of responses Share (%) 
Domestic private firms 38 95.0 
State-owned enterprises 2 5.0 
Total 40 100.0 

 
 
 

  Complete 
dependence 

Significant 
dependence 

Insignificant 
dependence 

No 
dependence 

Total 

Number of responses  6 12 6 16 40 

Share (%) 15.0 30.0 15.0 40.0 100.0 
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The knowledge of the surveyed 
enterprises regarding the pace of 
tariff reduction under FTA commitments 
is summarized in. Alarmingly, 40% 
of the surveyed enterprises knew 
nothingabout such tariff reductions. 
The same proportion of enterprises 
only knew a little about the FTA 
commitments related to tariffre-
ductions. Only one-fifth of the 
enterprises had a thorough under-
standing of the tariff reductions.

9

Number of 
responses

Share (%)

Domestic private firms 38 95.0
State-owned 
enterprises

2 5.0

Total 40 100.0

Good Fair Poor Total

No. of 
responses 3 17 20 40

Share (%) 7.5 42.5 50.0 100.0

Complete 
dependen

ce

Significant 
dependenc

e

Insignifican
t

dependenc
e

No 
dependen

ce

Total

Number of 
responses 

6 12 6 16 40

Share (%) 15.0 30.0 15.0 40.0 100.0

Source: Authors’ calculation.

Figure 6. Knowledge of tariff friction 
and preferential treatment for FDI

 Number of responses Share (%) 
Domestic private firms 38 95.0 
State-owned enterprises 2 5.0 
Total 40 100.0 

 
 
 

  Complete 
dependence 

Significant 
dependence 

Insignificant 
dependence 

No 
dependence 

Total 

Number of responses  6 12 6 16 40 

Share (%) 15.0 30.0 15.0 40.0 100.0 

 

The survey also sought answers on the perception of enterprises regarding the 
preferential treatment currently granted to foreign direct investment (FDI) 
enterprises in the same sector. Half of the enterprises knew nothing about such 
preferential treatment. This may imply significant challenges for such enterprises 
in coping with competition pressures from FDI enterprises. Meanwhile, only 
10% of the surveyed enterprises had a good understanding of the competition 
advantages for FDI enterprises as a result of preferential treatment.

The respondents were also asked to indicate the extent to which their production 
depended on imported inputs and materials (table 14). As shown in the table, 
45% of the respondents depended completely or significantly on imported input 
materials. About 40% only used domestic inputs for production. It can be said 
that the reliance on domestic inputs is sufficient at this stage.

Table 14. Dependence of surveyed enterprises on imported inputs

Source: Authors’ calculation.
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Figure 8. Assessment of competition
from imported products 

in the same sector

Figure 7. Perceived competition from 
FDI enterprises in the same sector

The survey questionnaires also asked the respondents how they rated the 
competition pressures from FDI counterparts in the same sector (figure 7). A 
total of 26% of the respondents said that such competition pressure was very 
tough. More than a half of the enterprises saw no difference between competition 
from local enterprises and from FDI enterprises, 23% of the respondents did 
not perceive a significant increase in competition from FDI enterprises (compared 
with competition from local enterprises). 

In consistency with the above discussion, 27.5% of the fisheries enterprises 
said they had become more exposed to competition from foreign goods. 
Meanwhile, around 35% of the respondents said that such competition from 
local enterprise had not increased much. More importantly, 37.5% of the 
respondents said that competition from imported products was not tough at all 
(figure 8). This may reflect competitiveness of domestic enterprises on the one 
hand, but may also imply ignorance of information regarding market access 
that could leverage imported products’ advantages in the years ahead.

Source: Authors’ calculation. 

2. Understanding about policy support at the sectoral level

This subsection looks at how the surveyed enterprises assess policy support 
to the fisheries sector. To begin with, the questions were designed to identify 
whether the respondents learnt about the types of policy support available to 
them. Sixty per cent of surveyed enterprises have fair or adequate awareness 
of supporting policies (figure 9). However, 40% of the respondents had a limited 
understanding of sectoral policy support. This implies that negotiation and/or 
implementation of FTAs/BITs will affect their operations in the future. A further 
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implication was that they would not benefit adequately from policy support even 
after improving their competitiveness.

Figure 9. Knowledge of sectoral policy support

Source: Authors’ calculation.

The perception of policy support that is available to the fisheries sector, relative 
to the rest of the economy, was also reflected in the answers to the questionnaire 
(figure 10). More than 52.6% of the surveyed enterprises claimed that preferential 
treatment was almost equal between the selected sectors and the rest of the 
economy. Only about 13.2% of respondents contended that sectoral policy 
support went beyond the national level. However, more than one-third of the 
respondents claimed that they were not sufficiently supported compared to the 
rest of the economy. The implication is that the faster the liberalization of a 
sector than the liberalization level of the general economy, the more challenges 
the enterprises in that sector will have to face.
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Figure 10. Benefits from policy support
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Note: Ranking of support from 1 to 10, in which 1 is the lowest benefit and 10 is the highest benefit.

Economic integration brings about both opportunities and challenges for firms. 
Figure 11 looks more closely into the impediments and/or difficulties facing 
enterprises due to various factors related to FTAs/BITs. The figure summarizes 
the perceived difficulties for the respondents due to insufficient information on 
such arrangements. As can be seen, the surveyed enterprises had rather 
dispersed views about the impacts of information deficiency which were viewed 
as significant. The risk to enterprises in Viet Nam, then, is that a large proportion 
of them have inadequate knowledge about FTAs/BITs, including both signed 
and pending ones, which may affect their decisions on making long-term 
investment or divestment. The difficulties due to insufficient policy support are 
less profound than the difficulties due to FTA information deficiency. The findings 
further justify the need for involving enterprises, right from the inception of FTAs/
BITs (at best), to ensure they are properly informed. Competitiveness of FDI 
enterprises imposes a factor of significant concern for domestic enterprises in 
the fisheries sector. Last, the sectors see short tenure (and experience) as the 
key impediment to their operations. Therefore, retaining policy support – or at 
least the industrial policy instruments until the deadline for phasing out – is 
critical for a portion of the enterprises in developing themselves.



179

11

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

Benefits from
peferential land

access

Benefits from
peferential credit

access

Benefits from
reduction of import

tariff

Benefits from
reduction and
exemption of

corporate income tax

Benefits from
support of science-

technology and
production lines

Benefits from
competition of FDI

enterprises

Benefits from
imported inputs

Mean Min Max

0

2

4

6

8

10

Difficulty due to lack of
information on FTAs/BITs

Difficulty due to insufficient
support from the authority

Difficulty due to
competitiveness of FDI

enterprises

Difficulty due to insufficient
tenure of enterprises

Figure 11. Difficulties related to FTAs/BITs

Source: Authors’ calculation.
Note: Ranking of difficulty from 1 to 10, in which 1 is the least difficult and 10 is the most difficult.

E. Conclusion and policy implications

The above analysis reaffirms the importance of fisheries exports in Viet Nam’s 
agro-food sector. It is clear that barriers to exports still exist and that one of the 
main challenges related to market access is how to comply with technical 
regulations and standards imposed by importing partners, mostly SPS and TBT 
measures. Findings from the survey also revealed that opportunities have been 
increasing for the fisheries sector in Viet Nam; however, barriers are also 
increasing, and the faster the liberalization of sector, the more challenges there 
are to Vietnamese firms.

The ASEAN Economic Community Blueprint 2025 aims to minimize trade 
protection and compliance costs in dealing with NTMs such as SPS issues by, 
among other approaches, working on Mutual Recognition Agreements (MRAs). 
Fisheries is one of the 12 prioritized sectors for integration; therefore the need 
for improving regulatory convergence is increasing. The issue for the CLMV 
countries in general, and Viet Nam in particular, is whether they are able to 
economically benefit from mutual recognition agreements, as they may lack the 
knowledge and technical capabilities required for ensuring that their products 
and services meet the standards set by the more developed nations. Hence 
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the need to set up or share facilities as well as request technical and capacity-
building assistance, as allowed under the SPS Agreement of WTO and as 
envisaged in the AEC Blueprint.
 
In the light of this situation, and the above-mentioned analysis shows that Viet 
Nam has gradually promulgated relevant regulations on controlling quality and 
harmonization with regional and international standards, especially in response 
to regional and international economic integration and for trading activities. The 
study also identified existing cooperative agreements and MoUs between Viet 
Nam and its partners with regard to the fisheries industry. As most such 
agreements are on a bilateral basis, it appears that reaching a common regional 
mutual agreement on the fisheries industry will be difficult. However, ASEAN 
members, including Viet Nam, can also discuss and consider recognition of 
standards and quality certification by designated laboratory facilities, in order 
to reduce the compliance costs incurred by exporters and importers. 

The survey-based analysis was subject to two limitations. On the one hand, the 
sample size was rather small, which casts some doubt about the representatives 
of the domestic fisheries sector. On the other hand, given its limited scope, the 
survey could not incorporate detailed quantitative indicators needed to support 
a more rigorous analysis (such as an econometric analysis). 
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