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For the 20th Conference of the Parties to the Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and 
Flora (CITES) between 24 November and 5 December 2025, the 
European Union (EU) and Honduras have proposed the listing 
of all species belonging to the genus Anguilla (eels) in CITES 
Appendix II (hereafter named the proposal) (CITES 2025a). The 
proponents argue that international trade must be regulated to 
ensure the conservation of these species and to facilitate sus-
tainable trade (CITES 2025a). Here, we discuss the global sig-
nificance of eel trade and the potential impact of this proposal in 
relation to the management and protection of eel species. To this 
end, we present a concise overview of the worldwide trade in eel, 
discuss the status of the stocks, the effectiveness of stock man-
agement policies, the importance of the proposal in this context 
and the likelihood of successful implementation.

1   |   Global Distribution and Exploitation of 
Anguilla Eel Species

Anguilla eel species are naturally distributed in temperate, 
subtropical and tropical zones around the globe (Tesch and 
Thorpe  2003). Eel stocks suffer from fishing and unintended 
human impacts such as habitat loss, migration barriers and 
pollution. The magnitude of the nonfishing human impacts is 
not well-known (ICES  2020) but appears to be at least in the 
same order of magnitude as the impact of fishing (Dekker 2016). 
Sustainable management can therefore only be ensured by 
managing both the fisheries and the nonfishing impacts (Stuart 
et al. 2024).

Many eel species are exploited for commercial consumption, 
and eel aquaculture is centred mainly in Asia (Crook and 
Nakamura  2013). In 2023, mainland China produced 87% of 
the global production of eel (FAO  2025a). However, the seed 
supply for this aquaculture is taken from wild stocks, and the 
seed fisheries outnumber the direct capture fisheries completely. 
These seed fisheries exploit different eel species in all climate 
zones, predominantly from the temperate northern hemisphere 
(American, Japanese and European eels: we use the nomencla-
ture of Tsukamoto et al. 2020). In 2010, the EU banned the ex-
port of European eel. Subsequently, the then-still-legal supply of 
glass eel was replaced by other Anguilla species from other conti-
nents or illegal supplies (Nijman 2015; Stein et al. 2024). In 2022, 
the main supply was American eel from Haiti, and from then on, 
most glass eel is reported to originate from several Caribbean 
countries (Shiraishi and Kaifu 2024; Statistics Canada 2025). In 
processing and trade, the different species of Anguilla effectively 
constitute mutual substitutes, and—given that they are almost 
perfect look-alikes, which cannot be distinguished in the field 
(e.g., Silfvergrip 2009)—the species identity can only be deter-
mined by means of DNA sampling (e.g., Stein et al. 2021; Choo 
et al. 2025). While in 2007, in the proposals for the listing of the 
European eel, the country of origin was still seen as a proxy for 
the species identity (CITES 2007), the broadening of the world-
wide markets that resulted from the export ban for European 
eel from the European Union, as well as the mere increase in 
the demand for glass eel to seed the growing markets, now has 
blocked the use of simple proxies completely. The world market 
for young eels of the genus Anguilla constitutes a single, large 
and complex global trade.
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In 2024, approximately 12,000 t of chilled and frozen eel meat 
and over 20,000 t of live eels have been exported, predominantly 
by China (Japanese, American and tropical eels), and lesser 
shares by the United States (American eel) and tropical Asian 
and African countries (Bicolor and Indo-Pacific eel) (Figure 1; 
United Nations 2025). Imports in that year comprised 6400 t of 
chilled and frozen eel and 14,000 t of live eel, mainly to China 
and the European countries (chilled and frozen), respectively, 
Japan and Korea (live eel of mixed species) (Figure  1; United 
Nations 2025). In terms of the number of fish, most of the global 
trade in live eels consists of glass eels, juveniles of American, 
Japanese, Bicolor, Indo-Pacific and Mozambique eels, as well as 
European eel (Crook and Nakamura 2013).

In our view, the global dimension of eel production processes 
and trade flows—between the spatially separated fishing 
grounds, trade hubs, aquaculture facilities and consumer mar-
kets—necessitates appropriate trade management, even in a 
single-stock context. While sustainable management of fisheries 
and nonfishing impacts can be arranged by the authorities in a 
distribution area, the worldwide trade and the global demand 
for eel and eel products necessitate a broader approach. Without 
listing the whole genus Anguilla in CITES Appendix II, sustain-
able management of a (national) stock will nevertheless require 
full control of and restraints on the worldwide trade from/to the 
area concerned.

2   |   Uncertain Stock Status of Anguilla Eel Species

The status of the different eel species and stocks is generally not 
well-known (e.g., Stuart et  al.  2024; Kaifu et  al.  2019; Jacoby 
et al. 2015). Eels are distributed over fragmented fresh waters 

and coastal habitats (Dekker  2000a), and stocks are impacted 
by many human activities (including fisheries, pollution, habitat 
loss and migration barriers). Available data by far do not cover 
the whole populations and all impacts, and stock assessments 
are generally rather exploratory and sketchy (Dekker  2000b) 
as well as often based on far-reaching assumptions and uncer-
tain extrapolations (e.g., Tanaka 2025; Shanmughan et al. 2022; 
Jellyman 2022). Management of the stocks, as well as the cur-
rent proposal, is essentially based on time trends in (incomplete) 
indices of stock abundance. As far as indicative time trends are 
available, these almost invariably show a long-term decline in 
fishing yield, a major loss of accessible habitats, a severe decline 
in recruitment, a high fishing intensity and widespread intense 
nonfishing human impacts. Nevertheless, a significant propor-
tion of the current discourse centres on the precise status of 
the stocks and the question of whether that already fulfils the 
CITES listing criteria or not.

Without discussing the merits of the individual species as-
sessments in detail, we note that none of the Anguilla species 
is beyond question, and that the pressure on glass eel supplies 
worldwide constitutes a major threat to them all, if not currently, 
then potentially.

3   |   Opposition to the Proposal

As outlined in the summary of responses contained in Annex 
II of the proposal, six range states have expressed opposition: 
China, Indonesia, Japan, New Zealand, the Philippines and 
the Republic of Korea (CITES 2025a). Those included the main 
eel aquaculture production and some of the major consump-
tion countries. The summary table did not reveal much depth 

FIGURE 1    |    Global eel trade in 2024. Exports in green and imports in red (live eels in dark, chilled and frozen products in pale colours). China 
includes mainland China, Hong Kong and Macau; Europe includes EU27 plus non-EU European countries; N America includes United States and 
Canada, SE Asia includes ten South East Asian countries.  Source: UN Comtrade database (United Nations 2025).
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in their arguments, but media releases (e.g., Kyodo News 2025; 
Fisheco 2025) revealed that opponents claimed species were not 
at risk of extinction and highlighted the economic importance 
of eel aquaculture.

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
(FAO) regularly assesses CITES proposals concerning commer-
cially exploited aquatic species. The 2025 expert panel's report 
concluded that the American and the Japanese eel, as well as the 
other Anguilla species, did not meet the CITES listing criteria. 
For the Japanese eel and other Anguilla species, the experts ar-
gued that their conclusion is based on the best available scientific 
and technical data, showing that the mentioned species had me-
dium productivity, large populations above Appendix II thresh-
olds and low extinction risk according to Population Viability 
Analysis. For the American eel, they noted that available scien-
tific and technical information did not support the conclusion 
that regulating international trade is necessary to prevent popu-
lation decline from harvest or other pressures. Additionally, the 
experts expressed their concerns about the risks of unintended 
negative consequences and emphasized that the continuation 
of existing and new targeted conservation actions and region-
specific management might be a more effective pathway to sus-
tainable conservation outcomes (FAO 2025b).

In contrast, the CITES secretariat concluded that criteria for the 
genus Anguilla listing are met. However, regarding Japanese 
and American eel, the secretariat assessed that there is insuffi-
cient evidence to determine whether those species meet the cri-
teria for inclusion in Appendix II (CITES 2025b).

4   |   Potential Consequences of Changes to Anguilla 
eel Listings

The listing of the European eel in CITES Appendix II, which 
came into effect in 2007, had unintended consequences. The 
trade of glass eels from Europe to Asia continued illegally and 
out of sight for several years in most countries, until Europol 
was tasked with coordinating anti-eel trafficking enforcement 
efforts in 2015 (Stein et  al.  2024). It is highly recommendable 
to evaluate the listing and implementation of the listing of the 
European eel in detail, to improve the potential further listing of 
any other Anguilla species.

If the genus Anguilla is listed in Appendix II, every export 
country aiming to continue trade in Anguilla species is re-
quired to perform a Non-Detriment-Finding (NDF) assessment 
(CITES 2016). Only a positive outcome of an NDF assessment 
ensuring that the trade is not detrimental to the species' survival 
will enable trade under CITES conditions. Though not all source 
countries intending to export Anguilla eels might have the ca-
pacities for a perfect NDF from scratch, the listing can act as a 
catalyst providing the opportunity to gradually improve.

5   |   Conclusion

All documented Anguilla stocks around the world have 
declined due to human impacts, including fishing, water 
management, land reclamation, hydropower and pollution. 

Therefore, it is of importance that trade flows are known, con-
trolled and managed for all stocks. Since different Anguilla 
species replace each other in aquaculture and on the market, 
the individual stocks cannot be managed in isolation, and 
trade regimes might have to be adjusted to the “weakest” 
stocks. The greater value of effectively protecting all Anguilla 
species worldwide may well outweigh the potentially mar-
ginal value of trade management for single species in their 
distribution areas.

Given the circumstances and uncertainties outlined above, we 
believe there is room for greater socio-economic sensitivity to-
ward the major user countries, as well as a need for more proac-
tive consideration of potential knock-on effects that could arise 
from a listing.

Noting the precarious state of most (if not all) eel species 
around the world, we recognize and appreciate the opportu-
nity for progress—particularly in enhancing the visibility and 
traceability of global trade in Anguilla eels. At the same time, 
questions around capacity and resources for effective imple-
mentation remain open, and we are concerned that exploita-
tion may increasingly shift to regions with the least ability to 
manage effectively.

To ensure the best possible outcomes, we recommend that all 
potential changes and implementation challenges be considered 
early and thoroughly. We feel that this process has not yet been 
fully realized. Nonetheless, we remain hopeful that the inter-
national CITES community will consider the valuable lessons 
learned from listing the European eel and apply them construc-
tively in future decision-making for other Anguilla species.
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