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Japan's Declining Fish Catch Raises Trade Prospects 
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Abstract: Between 1988 and 1997, Japanese fish and shellfish catch dropped by 42 percent, falling to its lowest level in 31 
years. Domestic prices sharply increased, but per capita fish and shellfish consumption is still higher than that of all meats. 
To meet rising demand, Japan became the world's largest importer, absorbing one third of global fish and shellfish imports, 
and the United States became its largest supplier up to 1996, when the United States was superceded by China. Outlook for 
exporting to Japan is excellent because the U.S. catch contains most of the species prized highly in the Japanese market, such 
as salmon, crabs, and Alaska pollack.   
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The Role of Fish in the Japanese Diet 
 
The Japanese diet traditionally has relied mainly on rice 
for calories and on seafood for animal protein. An island 
nation, Japan has looked to the sea to supplement the 
limited food supply derived from its small agricultural 
land area. Raising livestock to supply animal protein for 
meat consumption is a relatively new phenomenon in 
Japan's history, beginning in the Meiji era (1868-1912) 
with its policy to modernize the country.  At that time, a 
proverb popular throughout the country was �Do not eat 
the meat of animal with four legs.�  When the first 
American Consul General, Mr. Townsend Harris, arrived 
in Japan in 1856, the country had no sheep or goats. 
Bullocks were used as draft animals, and were buried 
after their death (6, 17). Eating beef first became accepted 
among rich families, and the business community before 
it spread throughout the country. At the beginning of the 
twenty-first century, the Japanese still consume more fish 
and shellfish per capita than all meat combined (fig.1). 
 

 
 
Japan is one of the highest fish- and shellfish-consuming 
countries in the world and is the world's largest importer.  
In 1998, the Japanese consumed 5.7 times more fish than 
Americans (84.5 pounds versus 14.8 pounds), but only a 
third as much poultry meat (24.4 pounds versus 65.0) and 
red meat (43.6 pounds versus 115.6 pounds). Fish and 
shellfish are to the Japanese what hamburger and chicken 
are to the average American. For example, there are 

40,000 shops in Japan that specialize in sushi, the raw fish 
delicacy (30).  
 
Japan was the world's leading harvester of marine 
products until 1988, surpassing other major producers 
such as China, Peru, Chile, the Soviet Union, and the 
United States. In 1989, however, Japan's catch started to 
drop steadily while China's grew to surpass all other 
countries. By 1997, China's harvest was by far the world's 
largest at 36.3 million tons; Japan was third (behind Peru) 
at 7.4 million tons, and the United States was fifth with 
5.45 millions tons (table 1). 
 
The Structure of Japan's Fishing Resources 
 
Two major ocean currents affect Japan's main fishing 
areas: the Kuroshio or black current, which flows 
northward on the Pacific side of Japan and warms areas as 
far north as Tokyo; and the Oyashio current, which flows 
southward along northern Pacific Japan and cools 
adjacent coastal areas. The meeting point of the two 
currents gives Japan's coastal fisheries access to some of 
the worlds richest waters (20). Japan�s total fish and 
shellfish catch is divided into three main categories: 
marine, aquaculture, and inland water (table 2, fig. 2) 
 

 
 
Marine. Marine fish and shellfish are the most valuable 
catch economically. In 1997, Japan's marine catch 
declined to 5.99 million tons from 11.26 million tons in 
1988, a drop of about 47 percent over a period of just 10 
years (19). This sharp decline in marine catch caused 
Japan's total catch to drop from its all time peak of 12.78  



IIFET 2000 Proceedings 
 

 

 

2 

Table 1--World commercial catch of fish, crutaceans, and molluscs by major countries, 1970-1997 
Year World Japan China Peru Chile U.S. India FSU Indonesia Thai- Korea,  Nor- Philip- Den- Cana- 
          land Rep. way pines mark da 

Million tons 
                
1970 65.26  9.31  3.86  12.48  1.20  2.81  1.76  7.21  1.23  1.44  0.8  2.9  1.0  1.2  1.3  
1975 65.74  10.55  5.30  3.41  0.90  2.85  2.27  10.03  1.38  1.55  1.9  2.5  1.4  1.8  1.0  
1980 72.25  11.12  5.38  2.71  2.82  3.65  2.45  9.52  1.84  1.80  2.1  2.4  1.6  2.0  1.3  
1985 87.13  12.17  8.35  4.14  4.80  4.96  2.84  10.52  2.33  2.23  2.6  2.1  1.9  1.8  1.5  
1990 98.55  11.05  14.58  6.87  5.20  5.87  3.79  10.39  3.04  2.79  2.8  1.8  2.2  1.5  1.7  
1991 98.13  9.98  15.56  6.90  6.01  5.49  4.05  9.41  3.35  2.97  2.5  2.2  2.3  1.8  1.5  
1992 100.74  9.27  17.89  7.51  6.50  5.60  4.23  5.61  3.44  3.25  2.7  2.6  2.3  2.0  1.3  
1993 104.36  8.71  21.12  9.01  6.04  5.94  4.55  4.46  3.69  3.39  2.6  2.6  2.2  1.7  1.2  
1994 112.19  8.10  25.08  12.01  7.84  5.93  4.74  3.78  3.91  3.52  2.7  2.6  2.2  1.9  1.1  
1995 116.04  7.49  29.71  8.94  7.59  5.64  4.91  4.37  4.14  3.57  2.7  2.8  2.2  2.0  0.9  
1996 119.94  7.42  33.17  9.52  6.91  5.39  5.26  4.73  4.29  3.51  2.8  3.0  2.1  1.7  1.0  
1997 122.14  7.41  36.33  7.88  6.08  5.45  5.38  4.72  4.40  3.49  2.6  3.2  2.1  1.9  1.0  
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Table 2--Marine catch, inland, and aquacultural production of fisheries in Japan, 1960-97 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
          Marine      Aquaculture 

 Japan's Total _______________________________ 
Inland 

_______ _______________ 
Year total marine Pelagic  Offshore Coastal water Marine Fresh 
 catch catch    fish water water 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
    1,000 tons    
         

1960 6,193 5,818 1,410 2,515 1,893 74 285 16 
1965 6,908 6,382 1,733 2,788 1,861 113 380 33 
1970 9,315 8,598 3,429 3,279 1,889 119 549 48 
1975 10,545 9,573 3,187 4,451 1,935 127 773 72 
1980 11,122 9,909 2,167 5,705 2,037 128 992 94 
1981 11,319 10,143 2,165 5,939 2,038 124 960 92 
1982 11,388 10,231 2,089 6,070 2,072 122 938 96 
1983 11,967 10,697 2,132 6,428 2,137 117 1,060 94 
1984 12,816 11,501 2,280 6,956 2,266 107 1,111 97 
1985 12,171 10,877 2,111 6,498 2,268 110 1,088 96 
1986 12,739 11,341 2,336 6,792 2,213 106 1,198 94 
1987 12,465 11,129 2,344 6,634 2,151 101 1,137 97 
1988 12,785 11,259 2,247 6,897 2,115 100 1,327 99 
1989 11,913 10,440 1,976 6,340 2,123 103 1,272 99 
1990 11,052 9,570 1,496 6,081 1,992 112 1,273 97 
1991 9,978 8,511 1,179 5,562 1,770 107 1,262 97 
1992 9,266 7,771 1,053 5,113 1,605 97 1,306 91 
1993 8,707 7,256 1,139 4,256 1,861 91 1,274 86 
1994 8,103 6,590 1,063 3,720 1,807 93 1,344 77 
1995 7,489 6,007 917 3,260 1,831 92 1,315 75 
1996 7,417 5,974 817 3,256 1,901 94 1,276 73 
1997 7,411 5,985 863 3,343 1,779 86 1,273 67 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Source : Statistical Yearbook of the Ministry of  Agriculture, Forestry & Fisheries, 1997/98. 
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million tons in 1988 to only 7.41 million tons in 1997, the 
lowest level in 31 years. Marine catch includes tuna, 
salmon, Alaskan pollack, yellowtails, flounder, herring, 
mackerel, sardines, and a large share of mollusks. Japan's 
catch and production of fishing products by major species 
and market value are shown in table 3. 
 
Table 3--Japan's fish catch by  value 
 1992 1995 1997 
  US$ million 
Major fish category    
Marine fisheries 14,659 14,685 11,292 
Marine aquaculture 4,915 5,577 4,608 
Fresh water aquaculture  787 907 631 
Inland fisheries 549 684 567 
    
    
Major fish species    
Tuna 2,444 2,143 1,679 
Cuttlefish 1,603 1,620 1,161 
Yellowtails 1,301 1,442 1,372 
Nori laver 887 515 350 
Oth. shellfish (scal., clams) 886 422 233 
Salmons 875 1,045 759 
Jack mackrl, scad, mackrl 790 991 914 
Flnder, halibuts, soles, etc. 639 723 602 
Bonito, Frigate mackerels 580 1,049 980 
Lobsters, crabs & shrmps 516 657 539 
Sardine 510 585 576 
Seaweeds and Wakame 482 441 147 
Alaska pollack 473 327 233 
Eel 437 505 321 
Crabs 391 493 337 
Oysters 338 324 247 
Breams 313 313 289 
Sweet fish 253 397 290 
Octopus 234 200 224 
Whitebait 222 235 214 
Swrdfsh, marlns & sailfish 190 323 256 
Cod 161 208 168 
Saury 131 224 140 
Anchovy 127 119 97 
Carp 68 66 43 
Sand lace 66 121 94 
All others 5,992 6,366 4,831 
    
Total fish productionn 20,909 21,853 17,098 
  Source: Stat. Yrbk of the MAFF,  1997/98. 
 
Marine fishing is subdivided into three categories: pelagic 
(distant water), offshore, and coastal.  
 
The Pelagic Catch. From 1960 until 1973, the fastest 
growing share of the total yearly catch came from the 

pelagic fisheries due to the rapidly increasing number of 
distant water trawls, especially in the North Pacific 
Ocean. In 1973, the pelagic catch peaked at 3.99 million 
tons (41 percent of total marine catch). However, it was 
hit by the rise in fuel prices in 1973 and later by the 
enactment of 200-mile exclusive economic zones (EEZ) 
around most of the world's coastal nations in 1977. The 
exclusive economic zone (EEZ) was implemented by 
more than 50 countries worldwide and had serious 
implications for the Japanese fishing industry, especially 
its pelagic catch. For example, in 1976, over a third of 
Japan's 9.7-million-ton pelagic catch was caught within 
200 miles of the shores of other countries. Of this total, 
1.35 million tons were caught within 200 miles of the 
United States, 1.23 million tons in the zone of the Former 
Soviet Union (FSU), and 275,000 tons were caught in the 
waters around the disputed islands of Sakhalin and the 
Kurile Islands, including the four northern islands of 
Habomai, Shikotan, Etorofu, and Kunashiri (5,7). The 
Former Soviet Union has occupied and claimed the latter 
four islands along with the Kurile islands and the 
Southern Sakhalin island since the end of World War II.  
 
Following the implementation of the EEZ, Japan 
negotiated agreements with the United States, the Soviet 
Union, and several other countries to fish within their 
200-mile zones. By 1979, Japan's fishing companies had 
203 foreign subsidiaries in 54 countries (27). Fifty-three 
Japanese firms were set up in the United States and 
Canada, 104 firms were established in 24 Asian nations, 
and the remaining 46 were located in Latin America, 
Europe, the Middle East, and Africa. These agreements 
prevented a sudden fall in Japan's fish catch and assured 
Japan enough fish supplies for its domestic market and 
also kept its fishing vessels active. However, since 1984, 
fish allocations to Japanese vessels have been repeatedly 
reduced by the United States and the Former Soviet 
Union, the two largest fishing zones for Japan. By 1988, 
fish allocations by the United States to foreign countries 
were totally phased out. This action and a 1991 agreement 
to ban Alaskan Pollack and salmon fishing in the north 
Pacific beginning in 1992 caused a substantial drop in 
Japan's pelagic catch from an all-time peak of 3.99 
million tons in 1973 to 863,000 tons in 1997.  
 
The offshore catch. Following the high oil prices in 1973, 
many trawlers limited their fishing to offshore areas to 
reduce high cost fuel consumption.  Fishing methods are 
highly mechanized and little human labor is required 
because fisg are caught in large quantities using huge 
round haul nets. As pelagic fishing decreased, the 
offshore catch has become proportionally the largest 
source of the marine catch. Within offshore fishing, the 
most rapidly growing was the sardine catch, which 
increased sharply from only 9,000 tons in 1965 to a peak 
of 4.49 million in 1988, then fell as rapidly as it had risen, 
declining to 284,000 tons in 1997. The rise and drop of 
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the sardine catch are attributed to climatic and other 
unknown reasons, not excluding water pollution 
problems. 
 
Coastal fishing, in extremely close waters, needs little 
fuel and produces a high proportion of luxury varieties. 
The coastal waters around Japan are a rich breeding 
ground for such surface fish.  However, recent scientific 
observations show a declining harvest, which might be 
related to pollution problems and/or depleted stocks of 
targeted resources.  Over the 1960-97 period, Japan's 
coastal catch peaked in 1985, and has declined 21.7 
percent from that peak by 1997.  The steady decline in the 
sardine catch since 1988 may have caused the apparent 
decline in the amount of coastal fishing. 
 
Aquaculture. Aquaculture production has registered the 
fastest increase; from 4.9 to 18.1 percent of the total catch 
during 1960-1997, despite the fact that nearly 45 percent 
of production is sea weeds such as nori laver, kelp, 
undaria (wakame), etc. In value terms, however, 
aquaculture products accounted for 31 percent of Japan�s 
total fish value in 1997. Marine aquaculture harvests 
accounted for over 95 percent of total aquaculture 
production and major products are yellowtails, sea 
breams, nori laver, and oysters.  The other 5 percent is 
fresh water aquaculture products including species such 
as eel, trout, and common carp. 
 
Japan may maintain or slightly increase output from its 
aquaculture operations, but at a high price, due to 
problems of water rights, and high costs of production. 
Most of the coastal sea area, suitable to set fish cages for 
expanding marine aquaculture, has been exhausted and 
almost all aquaculture rights have been granted to the 
Japanese Cooperation Associations.  Consequently, any 
horizontal expansion is limited, and rising output might 
be feasible only by increasing productivity of existing 
operations.  Aquaculture production is limited to a few 
fish and shellfish species, and any increased demand will 
depend on consumer acceptance of the products. 
 
Inland Water Fisheries. The inland water fisheries 
provide a wide variety of fish and shellfish, including 
salmon, trout, sweet fish, crucian carps, and freshwater 
clams. Inland fisheries accounted for only 74,000 tons, or 
1.2 percent of total catch, in 1960. The inland fisheries 
catch peaked at 138,000 tons in 1978, but had decreased 
to 86,000 tons by 1997. 
 
Increasing Pressure from Environmental Groups 
 
Japan's fishing industry was also constrained by 
environmental groups, who dubbed driftnets used by 
Japan and other nations a "wall of death," and called for 
their ban. Driftnets are three-inch mesh nylon nets that are 
40 feet deep and 40 miles long and are used to catch tuna, 

salmon, swordfish, and squid. However, they also catch 
many other kinds of marine animals, such as turtles, seals, 
sharks, dolphins, and whales.  
 
In the 1950's, driftnets were tried in the North Atlantic but 
their impact on salmon and other marine fish was so 
devastating that their use was abolished (16). Japan 
prohibited its own vessels from using driftnets within 400 
miles of Japanese shores in 1981. However, in 1988, 
fishing vessels from Japan, Korea, and Taiwan used 
driftnets to fish albacore tuna in the south Pacific Ocean.  
Subsequently, New Zealand, Australia, and 13 other 
nations of the South Pacific Forum signed the "Tarawa 
Declaration," which called for a regional ban on driftnets 
in 1989. Environmental groups continued their pressure, 
and lobbied strongly to prohibit driftnet fishing all over 
the world. They finally succeeded in 1990, when the 
United Nations General Assembly adopted a resolution 
banning driftnet fishing, which went into effect in 1992. 
 
In 1982, environmental groups convinced the 
International Whaling Commission to end commercial 
whaling beginning in 1985.  Japan declined to comply at 
first, but it was reported that threats from the United 
States to deny Japan fishing rights in American waters 
brought agreement from Japan to end whaling in 1988 (4). 
Whale meat, which had been a source of protein in the 
Japanese diet for more than four centuries, suddenly 
became a scarce delicacy and the country's whaling 
industry was devastated (1).  
 
At the Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species (CITES) held on March 13, 1992, Sweden 
proposed a total ban on the catching of West Atlantic 
bluefin tuna and attempted to place restrictions on the 
East Atlantic bluefin tuna catch. Bluefin tuna is the 
world's most expensive fish, served only at luxury 
restaurants in Japan.  It is also an important ingredient for 
a favorite food in Japan, called "Toro dish," a type of 
sushi prepared with the most fatty portions of bluefin tuna 
meat.  Japan reportedly lobbied so intensively against the 
proposal that it was not approved (11).  
 
Source of Water Pollution in Japan 
 
The quality of water directly affects the health of fish and 
shellfish, including their size, numbers, and the residue 
levels of pollutants absorbed in their tissues. Because fish 
and shellfish filter water from the environment they live 
in, they absorb and accumulate dissolved chemicals and 
other compounds that resist degradation, such as DDT, 
mercury, and dioxin. These chemicals are transferred to 
people when fish are consumed. The risk of a food 
poisoning outbreak is 25 times greater from seafood 
consumption than from beef, and 16 times greater than 
from poultry or pork. The risk is even greater in shellfish 
and in mollusks such as clams, oysters, and mussels (8). 
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Five major types of waste have been identified as major 
source of water pollution affecting Japan�s inland and 
coastal fish resources. 
 
• Industrial Waste. Rapid industrial growth in the 

1950's and 1960's greatly enhanced Japan's national 
economy and standard of living but also resulted in 
substantial industrial pollution problems, including 
Minamata disease, a notorious case resulting from 
industrial waste dumped in the Minamata Bay. In 
1956, Japan became the focus of world attention and 
curiosity.  Fish in Minamata Bay died and rose to the 
surface, cats went mad before dying in Kumamoto 
prefecture, many people were hospitalized suffering 
from poisoning, and many newborns had deformities. 
In 1968 the Minamata disease was first classified as a 
disorder of the central nervous system, and was 
linked to the long-term consumption of fish and 
shellfish from Minamata Bay, which was 
contaminated with mercury released from industrial 
wastes. The mercury contaminated the local fish by 
combining with organic material to become 
methylmercury, a nerve system toxin that caused 
blindness, numbness, retardation, and cerebral palsy 
(24). Other possible industrial chemicals that affect 
drinking water include inorganic substances such as 
cadmium, mercury, selenium, and arsenic, as well as 
organic materials such as paint thinners, glues, dyes, 
and pesticides. 

 
• Agricultural Chemical Use.  The modernization of 

agriculture was a major policy objective for Japan in 
the postwar era to meet expanding food requirements. 
Japan�s agriculture became one of the world's largest 
users of phosphate and nitrogen fertilizers.  Both 
phosphate and nitrogen potentially pose great 
environmental damage, contributing to the 
eutrophication process, which has an adverse effect 
on underwater habitat, the quantity of the catch, and 
the quality of fish and shellfish. The increase in 
nitrates and phosphates has frequently induced the 
massive growth of phytoplankton, which causes the 
outbreak of "red tides.� In addition, pesticide 
residues, from insecticides, herbicides, fungicides, 
etc., can be toxic to humans and animals in food, 
feed, or drinking water. Fish and shellfish absorb and 
accumulate pesticide residues, especially in their fatty 
tissues, and can transfer them to humans when 
consumed (24). 

 
• Livestock Manure. Contamination of water 

resources from livestock production activities has 
become an important public issue in Japan due to the 
rapid increase of livestock production. Areas of 
intensive livestock production (especially 
confinement operations) accumulate large amounts of 
animal waste in solid and liquid form. Manure, 

concentrated or untreated, is considered a potential 
hazard for water pollution, because it washes directly 
into rivers and lakes, or leaches through the soil to 
ground water sources. 

 
• Urbanization. Construction of sewer systems, septic 

tanks, and other facilities that control domestic waste 
outflows lagged behind the development of urban 
centers in Japan. In 1965, 10 percent of all Japanese 
had sewage disposal facilities connected to their 
homes. By the end of fiscal 1990, 44 percent of 
Japan's total population had such facilities, compared 
with 6 percent of the Japanese population in farm, 
mountain, and fishing villages (15). This resulted in 
the dumping of household waste, including effluent 
from cooking, washing, bathing, and sewage, into 
water supplies. These materials contribute 
substantially to water pollution through the 
eutrophication process.  

 
• Oil Pollution. Oil pollution comes mainly from ships 

discharging ballast water, or deliberately spilling oil, 
and from individual industrial plants along the coast.  
Pollution from oil has also been decreasing since its 
peak of 2,060 cases in 1973. Likewise, the number of 
cases in the Seto Inland Sea, a major oil pollution 
center, dropped from 874 cases in 1972 to 142 cases 
in 1989, representing 23 percent of all oil pollution 
cases in Japan that year. During the 1990�s, pollution 
from oil has been substantially decreased, due to 
strict governmental control. 

 
The Japanese Government introduced several policy 
instruments to restrict pollutants from reaching water 
resources and to control the amount of pollutant runoff.  
In 1970, Japan issued the Water Pollution Control Law to 
combat industrial and health-related pollution problems. 
These regulations were intended to reduce pollution from 
industrial plants, businesses, and sewage treatment 
systems. Japan's environmental laws with regard to water 
pollution were extended in 1987 to reduce the amount of 
effluent nutrients (especially nitrates and phosphates) in 
closed water areas, such as rivers, lakes, reservoirs, and 
inland seas, where water pollution�s effect is largest on 
fish. In 1992, The Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, and 
Fisheries allocated funds for completing several programs 
oriented toward promoting an environmentally friendlier 
agricultural sector (24, 32). 
 
Prospects for improving the water quality standards, 
especially runoff from households and agriculture, are 
proceeding slowly. Meanwhile, demand for imported fish 
and shellfish is rising. 
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Economic Impact of the Declining Fish Catch in Japan 
 
Enforcement of the exclusive 200-mile EEZ in 1977, the 
phase-out of fish allocations inside other countries' EEZ's, 
overfishing, pressure from environmental groups, and to 
some extent water pollution were setbacks to Japan's fish 
sector. Large companies reduced crews and sold off 
vessels, and the Japanese were forced to direct their 
efforts toward importing fish to supply their domestic 
needs. To compensate for the loss of pelagic catch, Japan 
initiated programs to enlarge coastal and offshore 
production, to encourage the development of aquaculture 
and inland waters, opened new fishing grounds in the 
Indian Ocean, and developed technologies to process 
common fish and krills abundant in Antarctic waters.  But 
these programs were only partly successful, with the 
exception of marine aquaculture production. 
 
The sharp decline in Japan's catch pushed domestic prices 
high, but fish consumption scarcely diminished. Data 
indicate that fish has a very low own- and cross-price 
elasticity with substitutes, especially meats. For example, 
per capita fish consumption fell 2.8 percent in 1977 when 
fish prices soared as a result of newly enforced global 
fishing limits. In that year, retail prices of all fish rose, 
with pelagic fish leading the way with a 60- percent rise 
in the case of Jack horse mackerel. Retail prices of salted 
salmon rose 41 percent, cuttle fish went up 48 percent, 
tuna 21 percent, and yellowtails increased 29 percent in 1 
year. 
  
The economic situation changed drastically when the yen 
substantially appreciated in 1985, giving foreign fisheries 
a competitive edge just when domestic import demand 
was increasing. The growing gap between production and 
consumption caused prices to rise rapidly. Demand for 
protein substitutes such as beef, pork, and chicken 
increased rapidly, due to higher incomes and lower tariff 
barriers on beef and pork imports that reduced upward 
pressure on accelerated fish prices. However, demand for 
fish stayed nearly unchanged due to the fact that fish is 
considered an integral part of the Japanese diet. In all, 
Japan's consumer price index of fish and shellfish has 
risen at a considerably faster rate than the price of meats 
and all foodstuffs (fig. 3).  
 

 
 
From the early 1950's to mid-1960's, fish prices remained 
40-50 percent below prices of total food items and 40-45 
percent below meat prices.  However, from 1971 to 1998, 
fish became the most expensive of all food items. Falling 
fish catch and continuing demand despite higher prices 
caused the Japanese to rely more and more on imports to 
meet domestic requirements. 
 
Japan's Fish Imports Surge 
 
Rising per capita incomes and the yen appreciation in the 
fall of 1985 accelerated consumers' growing taste for 
exotic fish and shellfish, especially expensive items, such 
as lobsters, puffers, high-grade sashimi-tuna, and sea 
breams. To meet rising demand, Japan became the world's 
largest importer of fish and shellfish, importing $15.1 
billion in 1998. In that year, the value of fish and shellfish 
imports was over twice the value of all red meat and 
poultry imports. 
 
Japan instituted quotas in 1949 to control fish imports. In 
1960, Japan liberalized the imports of clamshells, 
seaweeds, jellyfish, and goldfish. One year later, it 
abolished its quotas for most major fish items including 
tuna, skipjack, bluefish, salmon, and shrimp. Since then, 
annual Japanese imports of fishery products have 
increased steadily (table 4). Japan was the world's largest 
fish and shellfish exporter until 1970. Starting in 1971, 
the balance of Japanese fish trade first became negative, 
with a deficit of $39.8 million. The deficit climbed to 
$14.2 billion in 1998. 
 
Of the four categories of imported seafood products (fish, 
shellfish, processed seafood, and other fishery products), 
fish imports are the largest. Historically, fish imports 
ranked far behind shellfish, but since the 1980's, fish 
imports have been increasing and as recently as 1996 their 
import value slightly exceeded that of shellfish. By 1998 
fish imports accounted for 38 percent and were followed 
closely by shellfish (crabs, shrimp, lobster, etc.) at 37  
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Table 4--Japan's imports of fish & shellfish by origin. 
World United Thai- South Indo- FSU 

Year total States Taiwan China land Korea nesia  
US$million  

         
1962 14  0  0  3  0  6  0  0 
 36  1  0  7  1  6  0  1 
 57  4  1  16  3  9  0  2 
1965 71  3  1  18  4  14  0  3 
 111  9  2  31  7  16  0  4 
 133  10  3  16  11  16  0  5 
 145  16  7  14  11  13  2  4 
 203  24  11  16  16  13  6  5 
1970 262  23  25  23  15  27  9  5 
 400  29  38  25  22  40  23  4 
 568  24  56  44  33  71  47  4 
 991  87  92  72  49  147  77  15 
 1,025  53  98  89  44  199  82  26 
1975 1,201  69  147  67  70  270  97  14 
 1,764  90  182  77  97  356  159  16 
 2,197  225  249  68  84  437  177  17 
 3,023  522  315  140  115  440  217  30 
 3,964  633  364  183  171  552  268  44 
1980 3,033  425  350  182  128  443  228  35 
 3,660  626  381  188  162  533  212  47 
 3,923  673  378  138  183  548  238  51 
 3,892  622  464  131  165  539  229  50 
 4,106  643  502  151  160  590  223  76 
1985 4,625  870  576  169  179  603  215  69 
 6,453  1,080  943  296  302  920  293  124 
 8,005  1,452  1,201  421  392  1,118  351  169 
 10,474  2,123  1,054  600  608  1,422  502  272 
 10,041  1,829  988  679  748  1,202  561  239 
1990 10,522  2,073  972  771  797  1,042  629  311 
 11,842  2,211  1,119  893  1,045  1,093  725  376 
 12,572  2,471  1,264  1,007  1,070  1,042  757  931 
 13,917  2,392  1,457  1,311  1,191  1,176  928  700 
 15,867  2,598  1,175  1,771  1,386  1,288  1,238  1,055 
1995 17,378  2,235  971  1,887  1,427  1,184  1,204  1,226 
 16,666  2,003  968  2,039  1,167  1,151  1,171  1,161 
1997 15,188  1,557  690  2,129  1,066  957  1,095  970 
Sources: 1) Monthly Stat. of Japan, June 2000 and before.  
            2) Abstract of Stat. on Ag, Frstry, and Fsheries, 1997.  
 
percent of the value of Japan�s total fish imports. 
Processed seafood, including prepared (salted or smoked 
fish) and other packed seafood, came in third at 16.6 
percent. Fish and other marine oils, other nonedible items, 
such as animal feed, and fishmeal ranked last ( fig. 4). 
 

 
 
Within the shellfish category, shrimp and prawns imports 
lead in value. In the first half of the 1990�s, the U.S. share 

of other crustacean imports, such as crabs and lobsters, 
was the largest, but was surpassed by FSU, Canada, and 
Thailand in the mid-1990�s.  In 1998, Japan imported $2.6 
billion worth of shrimps and prawns, two-thirds of which 
were shipped from Indonesia, India, Thailand, and 
Vietnam. 
 
Table 5-U.S. fish exports to the world and to Japan. 
 1989 95 96 97 98 99 

  US$million 
Salmon       
Total exports 912  850  715  500  442  638  
     Japan 714  543  438  265  193  295  
Livers &roes      
Total exports 193  488  447  366  253  360  
     Japan 152  450  398  326  217  310  
Surimi       
Total exports NA 353  268  329  248  299  
     Japan NA 311  217  260  176  199  
Lobsters       
Total exports 61  171  192  205  186  257  
     Japan 15  27  27  16  13  13  
Cod       
Total exports 74  122  132  107  110  161  
     Japan 46  76  69  58  48  62  
Crab       
Total exports 254  208  168  116  114  152  
     Japan 234  186  140  86  79  100  
Pollock       
Total exports 3  168  176  178  119  126  
     Japan 1  151  148  159  86  102  
Flatfish       
Total exports 80  163  143  151  105  126  
     Japan 56  71  72  65  38  38  
Sea Urchin       
Total exports 69  142  119  105  83  90  
     Japan 65  140  117  99  80  86  
Sablefish       
Total exports 83  101  93  64  48  61  
     Japan 82  97  87  58  41  46  
Squid       
Total exports 38  67  71  92  28  61  
     Japan 2  6  8  5  1  6  
Tuna       
Total exports 48  53  50  48  52  37  
     Japan 35  29  25  22  14  13  
NA = not available. 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Census, July, 2000. 
 
United States was the largest single exporter of salmon to 
Japan till 1996, when Chile became first. In 1998, over 
one-quarter of Japan's imports of salmon originated from 
the United States, with the remainder from Canada, 
Norway, Sweden, Finland, and the FSU. Tuna is imported 



IIFET 2000 Proceedings 
 

 

 

9 

mainly from Taiwan, the Republic of Korea, and 
Indonesia. Japan is the world's largest import market for 
tuna and salmon, averaging 360,000 and 225,000 tons, 
respectively, over the last 5 years. Tuna is an important 
item in the Japanese diet, usually eaten raw as sushi and 
sashimi. Salmon is also consumed raw as sushi. The bulk 
of Japan's domestic fish catch used for food is consumed 
in processed or preserved form, usually salted or dried, or 
as fish paste. Less than one-third is consumed in fresh or 
frozen form. Alaskan pollack is the major fish species 
used for fish processing, especially in surimi paste, an 
indispensable base for many food items in the Japanese 
diet. For 1,500 years, the Japanese kneaded surimi paste 
into other ingredients, which were then processed into 
Kamaboko (boiled fish paste), Chikuwa (baked fish 
paste), and other fishpaste products. Japanese food 
processors now mix surimi with egg whites, natural 
coloring, essence of crab, and sometimes pieces of crab to 
make imitation crab legs, shrimp, and seafood salad.   
 
Alaskan pollack was the largest and most important 
marine catch for the Japanese, accounting for 30 percent 
of the total marine catch in 1976. However, following the 
introduction of the EEZ in 1977, this catch declined 
substantially. Japanese subsidiaries opened plants in 
Alaska to process pollack into surimi paste, ensuring its 
supplies to the home market. Surimi paste became one of 
the most important fish product export items for the 
United States, valued at $299 million in 1999, including 
$199 million exported to Japan. 
 
U. S. Fish Exports to Japan 
 
In 1973, total imports of fish and shellfish amounted to 
$991 million. The U.S. share was 8.8 percent, ranking 
third after South Korea and Taiwan. For many years, the 
United States had become the world's largest exporter of 
fish and shellfish, and the largest supplier for Japan up to 
1996, when China became the largest. In 1996, the United 
States supplied 12 percent ($2 billion) of Japan's total 
imports of fish and shellfish. However, U.S. share 
dropped to 10.3 percent ($1.6 billion) in 1997 (table 4).   
 
Total U.S. exports of fish and shellfish products were $8.7 
billion in 1998, divided into edible ($2.27 billion) and 
nonedible ($6.44 billion) exports. Over the last decade, 
U.S. nonedible fish exports trended upward while total 
edible fish exports were decreasing (fig. 5).  
 

 
 
In 1989, Japan was the largest export market for U.S. 
edible fish, absorbing 40.3 percent of total U.S. exports, 
and 10 percent of edible and nonedible U.S. fish exports 
combined. In that year, U.S. shipments of edible seafood 
to Japan amounted to $1.61 billion, 16 percent higher than 
the U.S. exports to Japan of fresh and frozen beef and 
veal ($1.13 billion), pork ($226 million), and poultry 
($146 million) combined. However, since 1994, the 
situation has been reversed as the value of U. S. edible 
fish exports to Japan has been declining and that of total  
 

 
 
meats increasing. By 1999, U.S. exports of edible fish 
products were nearly half that of total meats, due to 
increasing competition from neighboring Asian countries 
for the lucrative Japanese fish market (fig. 6).However, 
the United States still has a substantial market share for a 
variety of fish and shellfish demanded in Japan. In 1999, 
Japan alone accounted for 46 percent ($295 million) of 
total U.S. salmon exports, 86 percent ($310 million) of 
fish livers and roes, and 67 percent ($199 million) of 
surimi. Japan is also an attractive market for U.S. exports 
of Alaskan pollack ($102 million), crabs (dungeness, 
snow, and king) ($100 million), live sea urchins ($86 
million), and cod ($62 million). Other important fish 
items exported to Japan by the United States include tuna, 



IIFET 2000 Proceedings 
 

 

 

10 

shrimp, lobster, squid, flatfish, sablefish, and molluscs 
(table 11). Fishery products are among the few 
commodities for which the United States has a positive 
trade balance with Japan, even though the United States 
has a negative net balance in fish and shellfish trade with 
the rest of the world. 
 
Conclusions 
 
Between 1988 and 1997, the Japanese fish and shellfish 
catch dropped 42 percent, falling to its lowest level in 31 
years. The total potential harvest of marine fish by Japan 
is expected to decrease further or, at best, maintain its 
present level. The result is a major gap, between 
production and consumption in Japan, which has been 
growing rapidly since 1989. Japanese demand for fish and 
shellfish is relatively price-inelastic. A shortage of fish 
causes prices to rise more rapidly than the volume of 
purchases falls, increasing the value of fish and shellfish. 
If the Japanese catch continues to fall, and demands 
continue to rise in spite of higher prices, the Japanese will 
have to rely more on imports. China and the United States 
are currently the world's largest fish and shellfish 
suppliers to Japan. 
 
Aquaculture is the only feasible way to increase fish 
production in Japan. However, this source has increased 
substantially (from 4.9 to 18.1 percent of the Japanese 
total catch over the last 35 years), but is limited to a few 
species. Japan may maintain or increase output from its 
aquaculture operations, but only at a high price, due to 
water rights problems and the high cost of land on which 
to build ponds, especially for fresh water aquaculture 
operations. 
 
Even with rapid growth in meat consumption and higher 
fish prices, per capita fish intake grew from nearly 53 
pounds in 1955 to 84.5 pounds in 1998. Per capita 
consumption fluctuated between 80 and 85 pounds over 
the last one and half decades. Because the Japanese fish 
catch is shrinking, and domestic meat production is 
forecast to continue declining, Japan will most likely 
continue to import more fish as well as more beef, pork, 
and poultry. The United States is in a good position to 
expand seafood sales to Japan, because the U.S. catch, 
especially from the Pacific coast and Alaska, contains 
most of the species highly prized in the Japanese market, 
such as salmon, crabs, and Alaskan pollack. 
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