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But the reality undersea is far from pretty.
Corallium has been marked by boom and bust
cycles of discovery and overfishing that floods
the global marketplace to rapid exhaustion of
the resource. Corallium is mostly fished in the
Mediterranean Sea and western Pacific Ocean,
which combined for a harvest of 50 metric tons
in 2004, down 89% from the fisheries’ peak of
445 metric tons in 1984.

The Convention on
International Trade in
Endangered Species
Corallium, known as red and pink coral, is the
most valuable and most widely traded deepsea coral species. Since 2005 there has been
a worldwide resurgence in coral popularity as
evidenced by large attention in the media and
on fashion runways. Corallium is particularly
popular in Europe and Asia as jewelry and art.
The United States is the largest documented importer of Corallium products—more than 26 million pieces from 2001 to 2006. The rarity of these
precious corals contributes to their coveted
status. Raw coral commands an auction price
ranging from US $150 to $900 per kilogram.
Individual pieces of finished jewelry and art can
range from US $20 to $20,000.

Commercial harvest to satisfy international
trade demands for Corallium has reduced
colony densities, shifted size and age structure
to small, immature colonies that are worthless
to the Corallium trade, and lowered reproductive output. Trade has also decreased the
genetic diversity within and among populations.
In the Pacific, the destructive fishing method
of bottom trawling for Corallium is the marine
equivalent of clear cutting old-growth forests.
Despite the vulnerability of, and the global market pressure on, Corallium, there are no binding

Despite the fashion trend, the U.S. government
has proposed Corallium for a CITES Appendix II
listing. Jewelers concerned about overfishing,
such as Tiffany & Co., have removed red coral
from their counters.

Trawls can wipe out entire populations of Corallium
colonies, which never fully recover because of very slow
growth rates (less than one centimeter per year) and late
reproductive maturity (up to 12 years).



international instruments for ensuring its sustainable trade. CITES provides a powerful incentive
for improving management without discouraging ecologically sound trade.

Vital to the Ecosystem
Corallium colonies, like all deep sea corals,
create valuable habitat for other organisms
by providing protection from strong currents
and predators. The spaces and gaps between
coral branches serve as shelter and refuge for
the eggs, larvae, and young of animals such as
shrimp, crabs, and fish. Studies show that the
mortality rates of juvenile fish are greatly
reduced when abundant refuge is available, and
high species diversity is found where deep sea
corals are densely distributed.

Thousands of other coral species, including
black coral and stony coral, that have similar
biological characteristics and are also sold in the
tourist trade, are listed on Appendix II. A listing
for Corallium would help ensure the survival of
the species by establishing consistent international regulations and a monitoring system for
the trade. It also can provide range states with
a vehicle to strengthen domestic management
efforts and the international community with a
venue to discuss and fund the future conservation of the species.

At Risk from Trade
The global trade of Corallium is significant,
and U.S. import statistics provide a lens on the
overwhelming demand. Over the most recent
six-year period, the United States imported
26.2 million pieces of Corallium, primarily from
China, Taiwan, Italy, Hong Kong, Thailand, the
Philippines, Indonesia, and Japan.

A Vulnerable Species
Characteristics that make the species of
Corallium vulnerable to overfishing include slow
growth rates ranging from 0.24 to 1.5 mm in
diameter per year depending on the species,
extreme longevity of up to 100 years, late
maturity occurring at seven to 12 years, and low
rates of reproduction. Also, Corallium tends
to grow in small groups separated by large
distances—characteristics that hinder recovery
from overfishing.

Where data exist, regional fisheries mirror the
global overexploitation. Throughout the Mediterranean, C. rubrum populations have shown
a dramatic decrease in their size, age structure,
and reproductive output over the last 20 years.
Due to overfishing, the only remaining commer-
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The only populations of Corallium currently
known to be large enough to support commercial
harvest are found north of 19º N latitude,
including seven species harvested in the Western
Pacific and one collected in the Mediterranean.
1. Data from U.S. import statistics 2001-2006, US Proposal to CITES



SOLOMAN ISLANDS

All Corallium identified in the Southern
Hemisphere occur at low abundances. Corallium
occurs at depths of seven to 1,500 meters, with the
most valuable species often occurring at depths
greater than 1,000 meters.1
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NEW CALEDONIA

cially valuable beds are now found along the
African coasts from Morocco to Tunisia, in the
Bonifacio Strait off western Sardinia, and along
the Spanish coasts. Most remaining populations in shallow water are characterized by the
absence of large colonies and a shift to nonreproductive colonies below the smallest legal
size for commercial harvest. In Spain, 89% of the
colonies in fished areas are below legal size.

of product that was caught previously and is
now stored in warehouses. There is also a lack
of data on global trade volume and value.
Without this information, it is impossible to
determine if trade is being conducted in a way
that does not negatively impact the species.
The CITES regulatory framework gives both
producer and consumer countries responsibility
for ensuring that the coral trade is sustainable.
CITES data obtained through an Appendix
II listing provide insights on current trends in
trade, as well as information about how trade
shifts between countries or taxa.

In the western Pacific, populations of Corallium
have been depleted within four to five years
of their discovery. The harvest of Corallium
first peaked in 1969, when Pacific production
reached 150 metric tons, and then fell precipitously and remained low until a deep-water
species was discovered. During the early
1980s, more than 100 boats harvested up to
200 metric tons of Corallium annually from
these seamounts. Yield declined sharply in
1985 and ceased in 1989 because deep beds
were exhausted.

The CITES Appendix II listing requires that
shipments contain an export permit from the
country of origin and gives CITES parties the
authority to refuse import of products without
valid permits. Permits are issued only if the
country’s CITES Management Authority and
Scientific Authority find that trade in that
particular specimen is not detrimental to the
species’ survival in the wild. CITES specifies
that the export of a species should be limited
in order to maintain that species throughout
its range at a level consistent with its role in
the ecosystem.

The Value of a CITES Listing
There are many gaps in knowledge about
the fishing pressure and trade of Corallium
species. For example, there is little information
on current extraction rates versus the amount
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Research indicates that commercial fishing for
global trade is reducing the size structure of
Corallium populations. C. rubrum colonies used to
reach basal diameters of up to 10 cm. Fishing has
removed most large individuals, so today colonies
now rarely exceed 2 cm. Smaller colonies have
dramatically reduced reproductive output.

Mediterranean

All

Support for Corallium Listing

In Support of
Corallium
Appendix II Listing

An Appendix II listing for Corallium is supported
by a diverse array of governments, scientists,
conservation organizations, and industry. The
following testimonials come from a subset of
these supporters.

CITES Secretariat
Marine Conservation Biology Institute
Oceana
Pew Institute for Ocean Science
SeaWeb
Species Survival Network
TRAFFIC
WWF

CITES Secretariat

Comments from the Parties and
Comments and Recommendations
from the Secretariat
The Secretariat notes that the FAO Panel
concluded that International trade in
Corallium spp. is an important driver of the
harvest of these species, and that strong
local management of harvesting is lacking
across the full range of these species. Whilst
the species in the genus Corallium have not
suffered marked population declines large
enough to meet the Appendix II listing criteria
throughout their range, given the demand for
specimens of the species and the history of
over harvesting in one area after another, it
does not seem unreasonable to conclude that
for these populations, in accordance with the
paragraph B in Annex 2a to Resolution Conf.
9.24 (Rev. CoP13), regulation of trade in the
species is required to ensure that the harvest
of specimens from the wild is not reducing the

wild population to a level at which its survival
might be threatened by continued harvesting
or other influences, or that over harvesting for
international trade may affect the role of these
species in the ecosystems where they occur.

TRAFFIC

Traffic Recommendations on Proposals
to Amend the Appendices to CITES
Trade in most Corallium spp. is extensive and
most species have life histories making them
particularly vulnerable to overexploitation,
including longevity, late maturation, slow
growth, and low fecundity. Corallium spp. meet

international regulations could aid
regional conservation efforts
Bern Convention: C. rubrum is listed in
Annex III of the Bern Convention, and Annex III of
the Protocol concerning Special Protected Areas
and Biological Diversity in the Mediterranean
(under the Barcelona Convention).

Philippines: The Philippine government
implemented a total ban on trade of all coral
products in 1998.
New Zealand: New Zealand protects red coral
and requires reports of coral as bycatch.

Croatia, Greece, Morocco, and Tunisia:
These countries regulate Corallium harvesting.

Spain: Spain has established reserves for the
protection of C. rubrum in the Mediterranean
Sea and has regulated red coral harvesting since
the mid 1980s. In 2006, Spain banned the use of
bottom trawling, purse seining, and drag netting
to 50 m depth.

European Union: In 1994, the European Union
banned the use of the ingegno, or St. Andrew’s
Cross—the name for dredging equipment used to
harvest Corallium in the Mediterranean. In addition,
Corallium is listed in Annex V of the European
Union Habitats Directive.

United States: In U.S. waters, Corallium has
been regulated since 1983. Regulations include
no-take areas, quotas based on maximum sustainable yield (MSY), licensing, and restrictions on
non-selective gear types.

Gibraltar and Malta: These countries
provide full protection for Corallium.
Italy: Italy has a Corallium management plan that
regulates harvest through the control of licenses
and season closures.


the conditions of Article II, paragraph 2(a) of
the Convention and Criterion B in Annex 2a of
Resolution Conf. 9.24 (Rev. CoP13).

DR. STEPHEN CAIRNS

Research Scientist & Curator,
Smithsonian Institution
Deep-sea corals such as Corallium are an
important part of the ocean ecosystem.
Ocean life depends on them for protection
from predators and as gathering places for
mating. Other coral species—black and blue
for example—are already listed on the CITES
Appendix II. If any coral species deserves to
be protected, it is Corallium, which is traded
more heavily and is extremely vulnerable to
overfishing pressure.

Fernanda Kellogg

methods have been adopted that ensure the
sustainability of coral reefs. In addition, through
grants from The Tiffany & Co. Foundation we
support research and community-led work
focused on halting the destruction of coral reefs
that results from overfishing, shore development,
and the effects of climate change. Tiffany & Co.
urges international officials to support stronger
protection for pink and red corals, so we can be
assured of the survival of these precious gems
from the sea.

Senior Vice President, Tiffany & Co. and
President, Tiffany & Co. Foundation
Tiffany & Co. is committed to obtaining
precious materials in ways that are socially and
environmentally responsible. With regard to
coral, we believe that coral harvesting as currently
practiced is not sustainable and threatens marine
ecosystems. We took this stance six years ago
and will not use this precious material in our
jewelry until we are persuaded that harvesting

For More Information:
Too Precious to Wear
Creating a Demand for Coral Conservation
www.tooprecioustowear.org
14th Meeting of the CITES Conference of the Parties
http://www.cites.org/eng/news/meetings/cop14.shtml
U.S. Proposal to CITES for Inclusion of All Species
in the Genus Corallium in Appendix II
http://www.cites.org/eng/cop/14/prop/E14-P21.pdf

www.tooprecioustowear.org

Cold Water Corals: Out of Sight—No Longer Out of Mind
Report by UNEP, WCMC
http://www.unep-wcmc.org/press/cold_water_coral_reefs/
PDF/CWC_LR.pdf
The Status of Deep Sea Corals in U.S. Waters
Report by Marine Conservation Biology Institute
http://www.mcbi.org/publications/pub_pdfs/Coral_Status_2006.pdf

8401 Colesville Road
Silver Spring, Maryland 20910
www.seaweb.org
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