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Hong Kong, well known as the global business centre, is also the biggest
sea cucuwmber trading centre in the world, with a “Wall Street” for dried
seafood trade around the Nam Pak Hong. In 2007 alone, 5,296 tonnes of dried
sea cucumbers were imported to Hong Kong from 58 countries and regions. Such
magnitude is not likely to be all swallowed all by Hong Kong diners. The Hong Kong
trade analysis in 2007 suggested that imported sea cucumbers are re-exported to
13 countries, including China - 4,149 tonnes of sea cucumber are diverted to other
places through Hong Kong, out of which 3,576 tonnes goes to China (86% of the total
re-export amount). The figures have hidden something, say dried seafood insiders in
Hong Kong (there should be 1,147 tonnes staying in the Hong Kong market). | believe
some of them have been transported to mainland China by various means.
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My first impressions about Hong Kong were of Star Ferry Pier linking Hong Kong Island
and Kowloon, and the high-rises on both side of the harbour. But you only find the most
quintessentially local tastes in Sheung Wan, one MTR station west of Central. Hong Kong is
now an international trading hub, and it all began in Sheung Wan since the mid-19" century.
Nowadays, if you set foot on the Sheung Wan pavement and see retail shops of dried seafood,
Chinese medicines and dried fruits one after another, you have probably entered the realm
of “Nam Pak Hong”.
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We call the area enclosed by Wing Lok Street, Bonham Strand East and Bonham Strand
West the “Nam Pak Hong” area. Shops within this area are mostly import merchants and
wholesalers, bridging the world of Nam Pak Hong and worldwide dried seafood market. The
century-old Nam Pak Hong Association includes 7 guilds of different trades, including the
Japanese Marine Products Hong Kong Traders’ Association Limited. Among other members
is SMPA (Sharkfin and Marine Products Association Limited), the most active body in sea

cucumber conservation campaigns. In 2000, when shark fins were on the agenda of the CITES
(Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora) CoP11
held in Gigiri, Kenya, SMPA took advantage to become a global conservator of sharks. Two
years later, during the CoP12 in Santiago, Chile, sea cucumber was the focus of discussion,
and SMPA responded by setting up a sea cucumber subdivision.
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At the time, Mr. Yip of Shiu Fung Hong (one of the dried seafood shops), who was in charge
of the sea cucumber subdivision, said that they had appointed biologists to investigate the statuses

of sea cucumber resources with sponsorship from worldwide sea cucumber suppliers. They
had also drafted a proposal, encouraging global clients to keep an ecological balance between
conservation and business benefits, and for a sustainable growth of the sea cucumber industry.
Probably a commercial secret, this list of clients has never been disclosed. In any case, the shark
fin and sea cucumber trades are now partially regulated by the CITES. Importers who used to
take their own isolated actions come slowly into unison. Regarding this, SMPA deserves a credit.

B BENMEBOEFRIEEESRARNBARBEE  NTHXEHE
MBEEMELE FETHEREEMEFTRELERANKR  HERR
HANMSEERHBLFITEHBNENES - KEBFSHONMEERT &£
ZTEFRE EELORARNEZREERE  BEFREEN - AREANENE
SHHARE  MRABREFENESHRBLHWRERZ— -

Meanwhile, Hong Kong wholesalers are ringing the alarm to the Japanese fishermen,
processors and distributors, those who are still playing with the carefree bubble of sea
cucumber trade. With years of experience in the industry, their intuitions have told them that
their Japanese counterparts are now depleting tiny sea cucumbers, which they would spare
before. Mr. Lam, a sea cucumber exporter, said sea cucumbers below 5g became more visible
in the market around 2000, but now even tiny sea cucumbers of 1g have been seen in the
market. Heavy fishing is the reason for the decline of large sea cucumbers, according to Lam.
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- Consumers have altered their preference in the years. Large sea
cucumbers were once the first choice, but now those that weigh between

086

55-150 pieces per catty are the most popular. People used to consume fleshy sea
cucumbers, place them on a big dish and slice them on the table. Changes in Chinese cuisine
brought smaller sea cucumbers into fashion, and Hongkongers began to dine on individual,
smaller sea cucumbers. If the retail price for 1 catty (600 grams) of 30 large sea cucumbers
is 100,000 Japanese Yen, then each sea cucumber costs 3300 Yen, and it is more expensive
if a single one of it is served as one dish. If there are 400 tiny sea cucumbers in 1 catty, each
of them is only 250 Yen, reasonable to present alone as one single course.
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Dalian.Sea Cucumber Tonic
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Back in 2004, there were rumours in the Seto Inland Sea and the Hokuriku region (the
breadbaskets of Japanese sea cucumbers) that people from Dalian of China wanted to
purchase the local sea cucumbers. | thought that the Dalian sea cucumber traders were just
trying to open up a cheaper and direct retail channel instead of patronizing the middlemen of
Nam Pak Hong in Hong Kong or those of Yide Road in Guangzhou.
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In 2007, | was appointed by a committee under the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry
and Fisheries in Japan to develop the plans and technology of dried sea cucumber exports,
and had to travel frequently around Hokkaido and Aomori. At that time significance of Dalian
people in Japanese sea cucumber industry had become obvious, as they have changed the
distribution channel of sea cucumbers and obviously, the way that people prepare dried sea
cucumbers. | have visited a number of Southeast Asian countries in the past 10 years to
analyze and understand the population momentum of trans-national commodities through
their catching, processing and distribution networks. Yet, with a changing Chinese market,
especially the emergence of new sea cucumber production and consumption markets such

as Dalian, | was forced to reckon with an issue that had long been ignored - my mistaken
concepts about China.
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My obsession with “sea-cucumberology” is derived from my studies on Southeast
Asia. | used to relate “China” to Hong Kong, Guangzhou (and their vicinities) and Xiamen
(homeland of many Chinese migrants to Southeast Asia), all port cities in southern
China. The “China” in my mind even included
China Towns in major Southeast Asian cities
and Paris, New York and Los Angeles. My
opportunity to visit Dalian had just brought me
to a totally different China, or what | should call
the “Northern China”.
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In Dalian, whether you are in the supermarket, wet market or a local restaurant, you feel
like everyday is “sea cucumber festival”. | have attended banquets in Hong Kong and Singapore,
where | remembered that sea cucumber is only one of the priced ingredients alongside with
abalones, shark fins, fish maws and steamed whole fish. In Dalian, a place blessed with rich
aquatic products, sea cucumber is like the only honourable item on banquet tables. Not
always as extravagant as the “sea cucumber feast” in Qing dynasty, but the absence of sea
cucumber means that your banquet is not slap-up.
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A Hong Kong wholesaler had once told me a story. “The Dalian people believe that if you
want to keep yourself away from the flu, swallow a sea cucumber with an empty stomach
every morning for a consecutive 81 days from the winter solstice.” And they do take it for real.
When winter solstice nears, sea cucumber promotion posters are everywhere in Dalian. This

peculiar morning snack is not savoured as how Cantonese go for early “yum cha” in dainty
restaurants. Dalian people do not cook it nor add any seasonings - they just soak the dried
sea cucumbers and swallow the whole. Sometimes they may dip it in
sugar, sauces or miso, then again swallow the whole. Still it is not their
breakfast - steam buns or congee after the sea cucumber is their real
breakfast. | heard that they have to gulp the entire sea cucumber but no,
they are happy to cut a giant one into mouth-sized pieces.
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People in and around Dalian believe that eating sea cucumber
(thorny sea cucumbers in particular) is the key to maintain good health.
Dalian hence has a very special status in dried sea cucumber market.
Besides common dried sea cucumbers, they have invented “half-dried sea
cucumbers” which are more easily soaked and softened, “freeze-dried sea cucumbers”, and
pouch food such as “instant sea cucumbers” or “salted sea cucumbers”. This sea cucumber
mania has even brought tonic drinks, dietary supplements and distilled sea cucumber wine.
Conceptions of sea cucumbers with good health and immorality have transcended this little
marine creature into the object of unexplainable fervor. -‘<'¢>'
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