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Intelligence

Competition across �sh species in E.U.

1 July 2014
By José Fernández Polanco, Ph.D.  and Ignacio Llorente, Ph.D.

Tilapia, pangasius involved in a competitive framework
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Tropical freshwater �sh have become one of the most important aquaculture commodities in the �rst
decade of the century. Production has signi�cantly grown in developing countries, resulting in a surplus
that requires targeting the markets in developed countries in the search of higher prices and pro�ts. The
real �gures of this trade are di�cult, if not impossible, to estimate, as their recordings were aggregated
into those of more generic commodities.

However, since 2010, new items have been introduced on the list of tariff codes, and the most relevant
tropical species are now differentiated, allowing study at the species level. It is too soon for a long-tern
analysis, but the evolution in these three years points to an interesting competitive scenario.

Freshwater �sh marketed in E.U.
Three main species of tropical �sh are marketed in signi�cant volumes in the European Union, with
frozen �llets the most common presentation. Pangasius, Nile perch and tilapia are the top species,
according to the volumes imported in 2013 (Fig. 1). Imported volumes of pangasius and Nile perch
declined by 30 percent in the last three years, while those of tilapia remained stable and even increased
slightly to about 20,000 metric tons (MT).

There is a sort of specialization by continents and countries in the origins of these commodities.
Vietnam, where the bulk of pangasius production is located, monopolizes that market. It is the only
country with regular monthly supply and faces only occasional minor competition from Chinese
imports, which have a marginal market share below 0.5 percent. The average price for a kilogram of
frozen pangasius �llets was 1.76 euros ($2.39) in 2013.

(https://bspcerti�cation.org/)

Nile perch production is mainly located in Africa. Tanzania leads the exports to the E.U. in quantities
and prices, followed by Uganda and Kenya (Table 1).

Tilapia imports are dominated by China and other Asian countries with minor market shares (Table 1).
Vietnam started to become a regular actor in the market of this species in 2011, with a break in the
following year but consolidation of a 5 percent market share in 2013. Differences in the levels of quality
and processing also result in differences in the prices of frozen tilapia �llets across exporting countries.

Polanco, Frozen �llets of tropical freshwater �sh, Table 1

Pricing for pangasius, the most popular tropical white �sh in the
European Union, signi�cantly affects that of imported tilapia.

Country Imports (mt) 
Nile Perch

Market Share 
Nile Perch

Price (euro/kg) 
Nile Perch

https://bspcertification.org/
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Competition across species, countries
Competition is tested using price integration. This analysis tests relationships across prices of different
commodities. Two products are competitors when their prices are correlated. Then, when one of the
competitors raises or drops prices, the other will act in the same way to avoid losing sales or pro�ts.
The conclusion is that one of the products is causing the prices of its competitor.

The above rationale was used to test for competition across producers of the same or different tropical
species in the E.U. market. Available data covers only from 2010 to 2013, so only short-term effects
could be tested at this time.

Frozen �llets
Competition across species gains in power in the case of frozen �sh �llets. Although �llets of some
species like cod are well differentiated in Europe, the majority of white �sh �llets – even those properly
identi�ed as different species – operate in an undifferentiated market. This means they can be direct
substitutes, and only differences in the price of the species may make the distinctions among them.

Nile perch producers do not appear to be directly competing, since causality across the prices of
imports coming from Uganda, Tanzania and Kenya can be rejected. However, this is not the case for
tilapia imports, where prices for the �sh from China, Indonesia and Thailand have been found to be
correlated (Table 2). With tilapia, China’s prices are not affected by any competitor, and the country
exerts the role of price leader. The prices of tilapia imported from Indonesia are caused by the prices for
tilapia from Thailand. And Thailand is affected both by China and Indonesia.

Polanco, Causality tests for tilapia exporters, Table 2

Country Imports (mt) 
Nile Perch

Market Share 
Nile Perch

Price (euro/kg) 
Nile Perch

Tanzania 4,384 62.8% 3.38

Uganda 1,974 28.3% 3.45

Kenya 620 8.9% 3.50

Imports (mt)
Tilapia

Market Share
Tilapia

Price (euro/kg)
Tilapia

China 16,014 83.7% 2.52

Indonesia 1,901 9.9% 4.65

Vietnam 980 5.2% 2.86

Thailand 215 1.2% 4.90

Table 1. Frozen �llets of tropical freshwater �sh imported into the E.U. during 2013. Source: Eurostat.

China Indonesia Thailand

China 0.138 0.181 0.321

Indonesia 0.111 0.182 0.047*
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Pangasius versus tilapia
Let’s now consider the case of pangasius competing with tilapia. The best combination is given when
China, Thailand and Vietnam are put together in the same model. In this case, Thailand and China are
exporting tilapia, while Vietnam exports primarily pangasius. The results of the causality analysis can
be seen in Table 3.

Polanco, Causality tests for tilapia and Pangasius
exporters, Table 3

The relations observed for tilapia exporters are con�rmed, with the variation of low causality from
Thailand on China as a result of the inclusion of the prices of Vietnamese pangasius. The prices of
pangasius cause the prices of tilapia exports from China and Thailand, but none of these exerts any
in�uence on the Vietnamese prices.

Perspectives
With the exception of Nile perch, which needs to be assessed over a longer period to con�rm the lack of
competition, the other two tropical species are involved in a competitive framework. Chinese tilapia
exports are in�uencing the prices for products from Indonesia and Thailand, but are not affected by
them.

The Chinese leadership in the tilapia market is put in question when pangasius is taken into account,
and a low but signi�cant impact of Thai prices on Chinese tilapia appears. The results of this second
analysis con�rm that pangasius prices affect those of tilapia, and are not affected by them. This
situation may help explain why pangasius is the most popular tropical �sh in the European Union and
the low market shares of tilapia, with less competitive prices.

(Editor’s Note: This article was originally published in the July/August 2014 print edition of the Global
Aquaculture Advocate.)

Authors

Thailand 0.008*** 0.005*** 0.006***

Table 2. Causality tests for tilapia exporters.

China Thailand Vietnam

China 0.058* 0.044** 0.064*

Thailand 0.041** 0.073* 0.067*

Vietnam 0.113 0.181 0.034***

Table 3. Causality tests for tilapia and Pangasius exporters.
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