Elsevier required licence: © <2024>. This manuscript version is made available under the CC-BY-NC-
ND 4.0 license http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
The definitive publisher version is available online at 10.1016/j.marpol.2023.105992



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2023.105992

China and seafood trade after coronavirus: the role of state actors

As the world’s largest seafood trading country, China has a significant influence on the
global seafood system. This study explores the growing role of China as a state actor in
the seafood trade since the onset of the COVID-19 outbreak. While China has been
interested in ensuring its food security, China’s trade policy also illustrates strategic
and political motivations combined with ongoing modernization efforts in food safety.
Using the recent case of China’s ban on seafood imports, particularly during the
COVID-19 pandemic, our study adds empirical evidence to support a nuanced
understanding of China’s food trade measures. This implies that China as a state actor
is playing a more active role even with the growing power of non-state actors in
shaping the seafood trade. Our finding can be applicable to other recent cases that
highlight the growing role of state actors in seafood trade.
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1. Introduction

In August 2023, China has imposed a ban on Japanese seafood exports in response to the
release of treated water (or nuclear-contaminated water)! from Fukushima, which is an
ongoing controversial issue regarding the safety of water quality [1]. In 2022, the EU and the
US sanctioned Russian seafood exports due to the war in Ukraine [2]. While the two cases
appear to be unrelated, they both highlight that state actors are playing a more active role in
seafood trade. In fisheries governance, market chains involve interaction amongst a range of
actors, including government, private actors, and other stakeholders, to push forward their
preferences [3]. Particularly, the contemporary food regime highlights the growing role of
corporate actors [4,5]. While the role of private actors in public-private partnerships has been
increasingly evident in seafood regimes since the early 2000s [6-8], the role of state actors
remains significant [9,10]. This means that, even though private actors can influence the
seafood system, their role is still “firmly embedded in, and dependent upon, the historical
institutions of national seafood production systems” [9,11]. Beyond the national context, they
project influence outside their borders with trade-related measures implemented on seafood
imports [12]. Using the case of China’s contestation over detecting COVID-19 on seafood
imports, we highlight how the role of a state actor can reach beyond the national context and
extend to the global seafood system. This means that we emphasise the greater role of state
actors in seafood trade more broadly rather than the COVID-19 case alone. We note that
seafood bans predate COVID-19 and are likely to continue in the future. In this sense, our
study has far-reaching implications for any country, not just China, particularly in a shifting
geopolitical landscape with an increase in geopolitical tensions and a rise of global
protectionism.

As a rising power, China plays a significant role in the global food trade (see Figures 1 and 2)
[13]. With its sheer scale of demand and changing food preferences, China’s food policy can
affect the economies of food-producing countries [14,15]. China’s food security strategy
introduced in 2019 has highlighted the importance of preserving domestic production
capacity and food imports and promoting international cooperation [16]. Particularly,
overseas agricultural investments became part of the agricultural “going out” strategy in 2007
and developed into a more coordinated policy under the Belt and Road Initiative [16]. The
strategy is pertinent to fisheries as it supports the Chinese distant water fishing industry for

1 We note that the different languages used by Japan and China regarding the recent water release case in Japan. Japan uses the term ‘treated
water’, whereas China uses ‘nuclear-contaminated water’.



“going out” fishing activities. Furthermore, China has become “an important hub of capital”
for agribusiness and agrifood trade [17]. This new development implies China’s evolving role
in food trade both as an exporter and importer (see Figures 1 and 2), as exemplified in
China’s food trade with the Southeast Asia region [18]. China also plays a significant role as
a major seafood processor and re-exporter [19,20].
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Figure 1. Seafood imports of selected countries, 2010-2020 (Source: OECD data)
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Figure 2. Seafood exports of selected countries, 2010-2020 (Source: OECD data)

The COVID-19 pandemic has provided opportunities for China to expand the use of trade
policy in steering food trade flows. China has imposed bans on cold chain products, claiming
they were found with COVID-19 [21]. In particular, imported seafood in China has been
identified as a source of the virus [22]. In this context, this study complements existing
research on global food governance by exploring how the role of China as a state actor has
been evolving in the seafood trade system. Researchers have assessed the role of private
actors in global food governance and how they affect equity and fair trade in the food system
[23-26]. While this line of research focuses on aspects of privatising and corporate powers in
the global food system, there is growing evidence that China, as a state actor, is proactively
steering the flow of food trade. In doing so, this study shifts our attention from the ongoing
debate on China’s motivation for imposing import bans and extends a focus to its evolving
role in the global food trade.

2. Methods

We created a list of import bans and traced food trade policy development. First, we reviewed
public notices on the China Customs website to collect the data on import bans. The collected
information covers dates, trading companies and products subject to import bans from 2020
to 2022. Noting that because of China’s plausible deniability on import bans [27], it is
impossible to attain a comprehensive understanding of the nature and extent of these trade
measures, we do not claim that our data represent an accurate number of trade bans. Rather,
our data offers a comprehensive overview of trading partners experiencing the bans. Second,
we reviewed food trade policies and regulations from 2015 to 2020 that are publicly available




from the Chinese government and media websites (e.g., major newspapers from China, the
U.S., and Australia) to illustrate the breadth of China’s measures against seafood imports.

3. China’s growing role in seafood trade during the pandemic era

China has been playing a growing role in the food system. Recent cases suggest that while its
stated reasons include sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) control, China also uses import bans
for political purposes. For instance, China placed stricter regulations on Norwegian salmon
imports after a Chinese dissident, Liu Xiaobo, was awarded the 2010 Nobel Peace Prize [28].
Similarly, Australian live rock lobsters were held at Chinese airports and customs with new
inspection rules in November 2020 as political tensions between Australia and China
intensified [29]. Furthermore, in 2022 Taiwanese groupers have been suspended from
entering Chinese markets as China claimed that toxic chemicals are found in the products
[30]. While China has justified its bans for food safety and other reasons, it does not
necessarily mean that these products actually had the specified problems.

The COVID-19 pandemic has kindled growing interest in examining SPS measures on food
imports, especially the food safety of the cold chain. While China has claimed that frozen
food import packaging could transmit coronavirus in some cases, including frozen seafood
imports from Ecuador and Indonesia, other countries such as Australia have pushed back by
arguing that there is no evidence of virus transmission via food or food packaging [31]. Much
media, policy and academic commentary argue that these trade measures are simply political
tools, portraying them using the lens of economic coercion or statecraft [32-34]. China — as
an affluent and rising power — has been using economic leverage in attempts to shift others’
policies in a favourable direction [35]. Trade measures emerging from geopolitical tensions
are not only applied by China but also by other countries including the US and Japan [36].
For instance, since 2018 the US government banned US semiconductor companies to export
their products to China over an ongoing US-China trade war. Amid intensifying geopolitical
tensions, Japan allied with the US to restrict computer chip-making exports to China [37]. In
addition, the pandemic has led to a rise in protectionism worldwide, resulting in a potential
increase in trade bans across different countries [38].

Since the 2009 financial crisis, Beijing has become more confident in utilising economic
diplomacy to pursue international influence within and outside the Asian region [39-41].
China, as a state actor, has been exercising its influence on the food system even before the
pandemic, particularly due to an increasing awareness of food safety. Before 2019, China
implemented and revised the laws and regulations to improve food safety. For instance, the
overarching law, the Food Safety Law (s AR #fE& m%4%) was revised from 2015
through 2019 as the Chinese government noted unexpected risks to a growing volume of
trade products [42]. Similarly, China introduced institutions and regulations to improve the
quality of food products [43]. The 2016-2020 Plan indicated the intention to implement a
food safety strategy and create a rigorous, efficient and social food safety governance system
[44]. To this end, the Chinese food system aims to transform “from supervision to social
coregulation”, which involves further non-state actors for the coregulation [45,46]. Local and
central Chinese governments implemented policies to enhance food safety and quality, for
instance, by supporting organic production methods and safer agriculture products [47,48].
Food safety gained further importance as Beijing released a stand-alone policy document
providing a guideline for ensuring food safety, including stricter food standards and
management and severe punishment for non-compliance, for the first time in May 2019 [49].
Beijing aimed to establish the food safety supervision system using risk analysis and supply



chain management by 2020 and to modernise the national governance system and capability
to ensure food safety by 2035 [50].

Beyond policies improving food safety in general, China was also keen on addressing food
safety issues on trade products specifically. The Administrative Measures for Import and
Export Food Safety (# 4 ARtME T &Rz EEA%) Was endorsed and implemented in
March 2012, then revised in 2021 to be effective in January 2022. The Measures reflect
President Xi Jinping’s strong political willingness to strengthen the domestic food safety
system. For instance, Xi highlighted basic principles to guide food safety policies, including
safety first, prevention first, risk management, a holistic management approach, and an
international co-governance system. To this end, the revision added “a more scientific and
stricter import and export food safety supervision system” [42]. The Measures strengthened
labelling requirements for seafood imports — for instance, the inner and outer packages should
include companies’ hames and registration; production dates and numbers; expiration dates
and storage methods; production methods and area; and processing companies, methods and
addresses [51].

Along with other food products, China has introduced a specific regulation targeting seafood
products, the Measures for the Supervision and Administration for Inspection and Quarantine
of Aquatic Imports and Exports (i k= @ik 58 &= M%). They aim to ensure the
quality and safety of imported and exported aquatic products, prevent the introduction of
animal epidemics into and out of the country, and protect the safety of fishery production and
human health in 2010 and to be effective in June 2011[52]. To this end, they mandated that
all seafood products be examined by the General Administration of Quality Supervision,
Inspection and Quarantine and obtain inspection and quarantine certificates to enter the
Chinese domestic market [53].

The introduction of the food safety measures in response to the pandemic has been relevant to
China’s domestic law on infectious diseases. Back in 2004, China set up the Law of the
People’s Republic of China on the Prevention and Control of Infectious Diseases (ff AR %1
E & 9%k5545%), which categorised infectious diseases into Classes A, B and C. The measures
for controlling diseases categorised as Class C would be the most relaxed whereas the policies
for Class A diseases would be the strongest. For instance, the law designated plague and cholera
as Class A, infectious SARS, AIDS, viral hepatitis, poliomyelitis, highly pathogenic avian
influenza and others as Class B; and influenza, epidemic parotitis, rubella and others as Class
C. The infectious diseases that are not listed in the law would be included under Class B or C,
“depending on the situation of their outbreak and prevalence and the extent of the harm
done....by the health administration department under the State Council”.

Accordingly, China categorised COVID-19 as a Class B infectious disease and adopted the
prevention and control measures for Class A diseases on January 20, 2020 [54]. The
pandemic has led to introducing regulations on food imports in the cold chain. In September
2020, China announced emergency preventative measures for overseas manufacturers of
imported cold chain food products with coronavirus nucleic acid

(16 th 3 B R S ILER PR M RO HE A S & RIBIME = 0 ST R 2 TR M 8R4 &), aiming to prohibit the
penetration of contaminated food products entering its domestic market. This regulation
includes suspending food products for a week if they find coronavirus on cold chain food or
its packaging for the first two incidents. For subsequent incidents, Chinese Customs may
suspend the products for four weeks. In July 2022, Customs revised the regulations to
enhance scientific accuracy in controlling and managing imported cold chain food products



by investigating the compliance of exporting countries’ safety status and system with China’s
food policy. For the food production companies with problems, Chinese Customs can
implement a range of measures, including rectification within a time limit, suspension of
imports and registration revocation. Finally, the revision also indicates that the products
deemed to be contaminated with coronavirus should be disposed of according to the
guidelines from the Joint Prevention and Control Mechanism of the State Council [55].

As per the promulgation of this new measure, Chinese Customs has begun to impose
measures on various countries globally. Since implementing the emergency preventative
measures in response to the outbreak, there have been 169 measures imposed to 37 countries
from September 2020 to July 2023 (Figure 1). In January 2023, China decided to implement
COVID-19 control policies that are equivalent to Class B, implying that the policy stringency
has been weakened. The change reflects the extent to which China perceived the need for
severe measures to control and prevent the COVID-19 disease at the beginning of the
pandemic. This context has affected how seafood products are traded and imported into
China. The total number of the bans by year fluctuated with the changes to the disease
classifications (9 in 2020, 84 in 2021, and 100 in 2022, and 0 in 2023). Furthermore, these
data illustrate that it is unlikely that China deliberately targeted specific countries for import
bans caused by the existence of coronavirus. While it is plausible that China intended to
direct specific cases of trade bans (as in Australian lobsters? and Norwegian salmon cases),
the data illustrate that many other countries are also experiencing import bans for the
presence of COVID-19 in their exporting products. Notably, Russia has the highest number
of import bans by a considerable margin. Furthermore, it is interesting to note that seafood
products subject to the measures outnumbered other edible imports. There have been a total
number of 186 incidents where China imposed bans on food products, of which 173 (93%)
are directed at seafood or fishing companies, while the type of seafood products varies by
exporting countries. This reveals China’s caution toward seafood imports, which China
considers a source of coronavirus.

Figure 3. Frequency for seafood import ban by country during 2020-2023
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2 In late 2020, China imposed an unofficial ban on Australian live lobster, citing mental contamination issues. However, the frozen lobsters
continued to be imported. https://www.sbs.com.au/language/chinese/en/article/all-the-signs-are-very-positive-australia-live-lobster-
trade-with-china-is-expected-to-resume-soon/xbfhsyhbk



3. Conclusion and policy implications

While the food system has become ever-increasingly globalised with a growing role of
private actors, China’s seafood bans highlight the continuing role of state power in global
seafood systems, particularly in the context of increasing protectionism post-COVID [56-58].
China’s import bans on food products can emerge from diverse drivers, including economic
coercion, strengthening SPS regulation and domestic regulations to address illegal activities.
This contrasts with the corporate dominated (sea)food regime, which is less likely to be
affected by geopolitical contexts. In state centred governance, China as a state actor seems to
navigate the system itself, consequently changing the flow of the food trade.

This finding has critical implications for state and seafood industry actors. The nature of
import bans demonstrates that China’s bans may affect trading partners. In this case, their
impacts trickle down to seafood industry actors involved in the supply chain of a seafood
trade both in and outside China as the bans reduce access to exporting markets. Furthermore,
the bans themselves can cause and exacerbate geopolitical tensions in the region. With
China’s zero-COVID policy, trade bans would have been expanded in scope and magnitude.
This raises the need for considering its potential effects in these actors’ decision-making
processes while investigating the scientific evidence for COVID-19 on seafood products and
packaging. The growing involvement of state actors is also applicable to the recent issue on
the release of treated water from Fukushima. Broadly, this study suggests that a growing
involvement of state actors is an important factor affecting seafood trade in the future.
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