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Megachasma pelagios and great white shark Carcharodon 
carcharias. When the quota of R. typus reaches 50, all 
fishermen should check with the fisheries communication 
centre to confirm whether there is still quota available before 
catching more whale shark. Violating these rules will lead to 
prosecution; the maximum penalties include a maximum of 3 
years in jail and a fine of up to NT $150,000 (= HK $34,567 
or US $4,455). Obviously, the fine is too small when 
compared with the market price of a whale shark. The two 
‘little’ sharks I met in Taiwan already made up the quota to 52 
in July this year and the market value of each of them is four 
times more than the maximum fine! As a matter of fact, no 
one can stop a Taiwanese fisherman from storing or selling 
sharks in other countries once the quota is filled.  
 
Even worse, when I talked to some Hong Kong fishermen, 
they told me that there is a big business for catching whale 
sharks in the South China Sea; especially during late spring 
and early summer.  As the sharks usually migrate along a 
similar route each year, experienced fishermen are able to 
locate them relatively easily.  The whale sharks are often very 
friendly and many of them won’t feel threatened when the 
fishing vessel approaches them. It was not unusual for a team 
of ten fishing vessels to catch more than ten whale sharks in a 
day during the peak season near Hoi Nan island. The 
fishermen all agree that they are easy to catch but very 
difficult to handle because of their enormous size. One of the 
fishermen said that he had recently caught one 6-7 m long 
whale shark and sold it for HK $140,000. Such profit is 
equivalent to several months of hard work fishing finfish. 
Undoubtedly there is a huge temptation for fishermen to catch 
more and more whale sharks. Based on what I heard from the 
fishermen, there is virtually no monitoring of the number of R. 
typus being caught in China. 
 
Most shark species breed very slowly; some take more than 
20 years to reach sexual maturity, and then have only 2 pups 
every other year [1]. The current rate of removal of whale 
sharks is alarming. If such an over exploration trend carries 
on, R. typus soon will be listed as an endangered species.  
 
What can we do to protect the vulnerable whale shark? First, 
we should not eat them. If everyone resists consuming them, 
there will be no demand for them. But it is extremely difficult 
to educate and change peoples’ minds especially in SE Asia.  
Secondly, we can help fishermen to establish an eco-tourism 
business for watching whale sharks, or diving with them 
instead of killing them. Such eco-tourism has been proved to 
be sustainable and profitable in many places [1]. Something 
that you may not know, we can in fact also dive with whale 
sharks in waters nearby Hong Kong. Last Sunday, I watched a 
TV documentary made by TVB; it featured the underwater 
treasures in Hong Kong. In eastern waters, two professional 
divers found and filmed a young whale shark (5-6 m long) 
near a place called “Tai Ching Jum” and they certainly 
enjoyed swimming with this lovely creature. I would like to 
propose that SWIMS organize a trip for us to dive with our 
‘local’ whale shark. Perhaps, we should also carry out some 
insightful scientific studies with a view to learning more about 
this magnificent fish.  
 

 
 
Fig. 3. Information on protective legislation (Photo: Kenny 
Leung) 
 
Bibliography 
 
[1] http://sharks.org/whalesharks_questions.htm 
 
[2] http://www.caske2000.org/sharks/sharkwhale.htm 
 
 

First sighting of the pearlscale 
butterflyfish in eastern Hong 
Kong waters 
 

by Liu Min and Valerie Ho 
 
The pearlscale butterflyfish (Chaetodon xanthurus) has been 
recorded in the western Pacific, from Indonesia, Palau and the 
Philippines to the Ryukyu Islands (Map 1). Along coastal 
waters of China, the species has been noted in Hainan and 
Taiwan, and also in surrounding waters of Hong Kong, such 
as the Lema Islands. A pearlscale butterflyfish in eastern 
Hong Kong waters was first spotted at Bluff Island (Ung 
Kong Wan) on the 2 October 2005 during the Big Fish Count 
(see p.11), organized by the World Wide Fund for Nature 
Hong Kong; it was a single individual of 7 − 9 cm total 
length, swimming around stag-horn corals (Acropora sp.) at 
the depth of 4 m. 
 



 6

 
 
Map 1. Global distribution of the pearlscale butterflyfish 
(Chaetodon xanthurus). 
 
The pearlscale butterflyfish can be readily distinguished from 
other members of the genus Chaetodon by the cross-hatched 
pattern on body sides due to black scale margins (Fig. 1). The 
recorded maximum size of the species is approximately 14 cm 
standard length. Juveniles are particularly restricted to live 
coral areas and remain close to shelter; adults can be found in 
outer reef slopes and drop-offs to a depth of 50 m (Allen et al 
1998). Fish usually occur singly or in pairs and are active 
during daylight hours feeding on small benthic invertebrates 
and algae. Little is known about the biology of this species. 
 

 
 
Fig. 1. The pearlscale butterflyfish (Chaetodon xanthurus) 
(Photo: Robert Yin). 
 
There are another two species in the genus Chaetodon which 
share a similar appearance with the pearlscale butterflyfish; 

the atoll butterflyfish (C. mertensii) (Fig. 2) from the Indo-
west Pacific, and the Eritrean butterflyfish (C. paucifasciatus) 
(Fig. 3) from the Red Sea and neighbouring Gulf of Aden. 
However, neither has the strong crosshatched pattern seen in 
the pearlscale butterflyfish. 
 

 
 
Fig. 2. The atoll butterflyfish (Chaetodon mertensii) (Photo: 
John E. Randall). 
 
Temperature and salinity of nearshore waters of Hong Kong, 
especially in the east, are determined by three major water 
currents; the Kuroshio Current from the Pacific and the 
Taiwan Current from the East China Sea in the winter, and the 
Hainan Current from the South China Sea in the summer, 
which support subtropical and tropical marine fish species in 
the area. It is likely that these currents bring some unusual 
marine fish larvae or juveniles to settle in Hong Kong waters; 
however, it is not clear whether these species are able to 
maintain a population locally (Sadovy & Cornish 2000). 
 

 
 
Fig. 3. The Eritrean butterflyfish (Chaetodon paucifasciatus) 
(Photo: John E. Randall). 
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More information about the Big Fish Count and on 
butterflyfishes is available from http://www.wwf.hk.org and 
http://www.fishbase.org, respectively.  
 
 

Some insights from Taiwanese 
fisheries 
 

by Kenny Leung 
 
I was very glad to attend a training workshop on “Modern 
Fisheries, Aquaculture and Seafood Processing” at National 
Taiwan Ocean University (NTOU) in Taiwan during early 
July 2005. It was co-organised by the Joint Committee of 
Hong Kong Fisher’s Association and the Agriculture, 
Fisheries and Conservation Department of Hong Kong SAR. 
During the workshop, we attended 3 days of intensive lectures 
at NTOU located in Keelung and then spent 3 days visiting 
different fisheries organisations and ports, aquaculture 
facilities as well as seafood processing plants in Taiwan. We 
travelled from the north to south of Taiwan, passing through 
Taipei, Suao, Hualian, Kaohsiung etc. Here, I would like to 
share some of my experiences and photos taken from this trip 
with readers of Porcupine! 
 
In total, there are 300,000 fishermen in Taiwan and at least 
1,000 vessels over 100 tonnes. According to the President of 
Overseas Fisheries Development Council of The Republic of 
China, Mr. Peter Ho, fisheries production contributed NT $ 97 
billion or 0.54% of GDP in Taiwan in 2003 (equivalent to 1.5 
million metric tonnes). Obviously, the scale of Taiwanese 
fisheries is many times greater than that in Hong Kong. 
However, like Hong Kong and other parts of the world, 
Taiwan is also facing problems associated with a significant 
drop in available fisheries resources, especially in coastal and 
offshore areas. Many traditional coastal fishermen cannot 
make ends meet and some can no longer fish. To resolve these 
problems, since 1980s the Government and fisheries 
organisations have been making huge efforts to transform the 
entire fishery industry. The components of such 
transformations include the development of distant water 
fisheries, establishment of eco-tourism (e.g. dolphin and 
whale watch, diving), deployment of artificial reefs for both 
conservation and eco-tourism (i.e. diving business), 
enhancement of aquaculture yield and improvement of 
marketing seafood products as well as implementation of 
fishing moratorium incentive schemes (Fig. 1). Based on my 
observations, Taiwanese fishermen are very united and well 
organised, and many of them are well educated, i.e. university 
graduates. These transformations create many job 
opportunities and improve the living standards of people 
within the fishery community. But it is not clear whether the 
fisheries are improving. 
 
Taiwan has been heavily subsidising the fishery industries. 
Due to the significant decline in coastal and offshore fisheries, 
the government has been promoting and helping the 
development of distant water fishing. So far, there are 30 
advanced vessels in Taiwan (like the one shown in Fig. 2) 
which can be operated in deep-waters for catching high value 

 
 
Fig 1. An official poster announcing the fishing moratorium 
incentive schemes. There are two schemes:  
 
(1) Voluntary no-fishing – active coastal and offshore vessels 

must stop fishing and park at the port for at least 120 and 
100 days, respectively. The period of ‘no fishing’ can be 
freely selected between 1 May and 31 October each year. 

(2) Official moratorium – all vessels must follow the 
suggested period given by the fisheries organisation and 
park their vessels at the port for at least 60 days. 

 
fish such as tunas. Each of these vessels costs three billion NT 
dollars (= HK $0.7 billion); fishermen can’t afford this 
without the support from the government and private 
investors. In 2003, distant water fisheries contributed 58.5% 
of total fisheries production in Taiwan, whereas coastal 
fisheries only accounted for 4.2%. Nonetheless, I am 
concerned that many tunas, swordfish, sharks, tooth (or oily) 
fish, moonfish and sunfish have already been seriously over-
exploited by such powerful fishing vessels. As I believe that 
pictures can speak better themselves, I have selected some 
photos (Fig. 3-11) to show some of these species (I must 
confess that I am not a good photographer). Although 
Taiwanese fishermen must follow the international quota 
system, the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fishing [1] 
and international plans of action, the current trend of 
increasing effort in distant water fisheries will certainly do 
more harm to such fragile ocean ecosystems because many of 
these oceanic species grow slowly, reach sexual maturity at 
old age and have low reproduction rates. From discussions 
with fishermen and lecturers at NTOU and from the catch 
data, it is clear that even with increasing fishing effort, the 
yield of some key species such as blue-fin tuna Thunnus 
thynnus, and albacore tuna T. alalunga have declined 




