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March 14, 2023 

 

Assistant Director Edward Grace 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

Office of Law Enforcement  

5275 Leesburg Pike, MS: LE 

Falls Church, VA 22041-3803 

edward_grace@fws.gov 

Deputy Assistant Director Keith Toomey 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

Office of Law Enforcement 

5275 Leesburg Pike, MS: LE 

Falls Church, VA 22041-3803 

keith_toomey@fws.gov 

 

Re:  Species-Level Identification for Imports of U.S. Ornamental Fish  
 

Dear Assistant Director Grace and Deputy Assistant Director Toomey, 

 

We are writing to request that the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (“the Service”): (1) reject 

clearance of any import of ornamental fish that does not identify the species’ scientific name in 

the accompanying import declaration, and (2) identify all imports of ornamental fishes at the 

species level in the Law Enforcement Management Information System (LEMIS) database. Each 

year, millions of ornamental fish are imported into the United States, yet the Service apparently 

allows imports without the species’ name identified and without entering the species’ name in 

the LEMIS database used to track wildlife imports. Since 2015, hundreds of millions of imports 

of aquarium fish have been identified only under the species code “FWTF” or “MATF,” the 

genus “tropical fish,” or species “marine” or “freshwater” or are listed only by the genus 

“NONCITES” or “NONCITES ENTRY” in the LEMIS database. Without species-level 

information, it is impossible for the agency, the scientific community, and the public to 

understand or quantify the U.S. aquarium trade, assess imports’ legality under domestic and 

international law, or evaluate the trade’s potential impacts to wild populations of species. 

 

An estimated 2 billion live ornamental fish are traded globally each year, and the United States is 

a key player in this market.1 Freshwater fishes make up about 90% of the global ornamental fish 

trade,2 with more than 5,300 species traded annually.3 An estimated 30-150 million marine 

ornamental fish from more than 2,300 different species are also traded globally each year, few of 

which are captive bred in commercial numbers.4 The United States imports about 187 million 

live fish each year with the majority (92%) being freshwater species.5 The United States is the 

world’s largest consumer of ornamental fish, making U.S. data critical in understanding the trade 

and its impacts.6 

 

 
1 Monticini, P. (2010). The ornamental fish trade: production and commerce of ornamental fish: technical-managerial and 

legislative aspects. 
2 Evers, H. G., Pinnegar, J. K., & Taylor, M. I. (2019). Where are they all from?–sources and sustainability in the ornamental 

freshwater fish trade. Journal of Fish Biology, 94(6), 909-916. 
3 Maceda‐Veiga, A., Domínguez‐Domínguez, O., Escribano‐Alacid, J., & Lyons, J. (2016). The aquarium hobby: can sinners 

become saints in freshwater fish conservation? Fish and Fisheries, 17(3), 860-874. 
4 Rhyne, A. L., Tlusty, M. F., Schofield, P. J., Kaufman, L. E. S., Morris Jr, J. A., & Bruckner, A. W. (2012). Revealing the 

appetite of the marine aquarium fish trade: the volume and biodiversity of fish imported into the United States. PloS one, 7(5), 

e35808.; CITES CoP18 Doc 94; Biondo, M. V., & Burki, R. P. (2020). A systematic review of the ornamental fish trade with 

emphasis on coral reef fishes—an impossible task. Animals, 10(11), 2014. 
5 Smith, K. M., et al. (2017). Summarizing US wildlife trade with an eye toward assessing the risk of infectious disease   

introduction. EcoHealth, 14, 29-39. 
6 Monticini, 2010.  
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The ornamental fish trade has contributed to overexploitation and local extinctions of affected 

species.7 Data show declining populations for some species, but incomplete population and trade 

data make it impossible to determine the impact of the ornamental fish trade on most traded 

species.8 It is highly likely that U.S. demand for ornamental fish is contributing to declines and 

local extinctions of wild fish populations.  

 

Species-level identification would inform conservation measures and prevent overexploitation 

and extinction of species. For example, wild-caught specimens of Betta cracens, a betta fish 

endemic to a single freshwater swamp forest in Sumatra, Indonesia, are available for sale in the 

United States. The species was assessed as Critically Endangered by the International Union for 

Conservation of Nature (IUCN) in 2019. It is unclear how many of these fish are being imported 

into the United States annually. Data on the number of fish being imported to the United States 

would help inform conservation measures for this species and others on the brink of extinction.  

 

Additionally, aquarium species are increasingly being listed domestically under the Endangered 

Species Act (ESA) (i.e., Banggai cardinalfish) and internationally under the Convention on 

International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) (i.e., zebra pleco). Species-level information 

is necessary to ensure trade is legal under these regimes. LEMIS was developed in part to aid in 

the reporting and conservation requirements of the ESA, CITES, and other wildlife laws, and 

without species-specific information, these objectives cannot be met.  

 

We believe ornamental fish species names are frequently not available in LEMIS for two 

reasons.  

 

• First, some importers simply do not identify the species’ name on declarations submitted 

upon importation. Rhyne et al. (2012) compared import declarations submitted and 

invoices that were attached to the import declarations, which more frequently identified 

species-level import information. The authors found that nearly 5% of the invoices – 

equal to 536,508 individual fish imported in one year – did not identify the species 

imported.9 These fish were apparently imported nonetheless. Moreover, Rhyne et al. 

(2012) found that the “number of individual fish listed on shipment declarations matched 

the invoices only 52% of the time” and were often mislabeled.10  

 

• Second, even if species’ names are identified on declarations and invoices, those names 

are not recorded by the Service in the LEMIS database. It is unclear why species’ names 

are not included within the database when provided to the Service or whether there is an 

error in the Service’s automated data input system.  

 

Under existing Service regulations, importers must identify each species imported, and border 

officials may refuse clearance if importers fail to provide species’ name. Specifically, all 

importers or their agents “must file . . . a completed Declaration for Importation or Exportation 

 
7 Ng, P. K., & Tan, H. H. (1997). Freshwater fishes of Southeast Asia: potential for the aquarium fish trade and conservation 

issues. Aquarium Sciences and Conservation, 1(2), 79-90. 
8 Evers, H. G., Pinnegar, J. K., & Taylor, M. I. (2019). Where are they all from?–sources and sustainability in the ornamental 

freshwater fish trade. Journal of Fish Biology, 94(6), 909-916. 
9 Rhyne et al., 2012. 
10 Id. 
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of Fish or Wildlife (Form 3-177),” 50 C.F.R. § 14.61, which requires the “scientific name” and 

quantity of all imported species, upon importation of any wildlife. Form 3-177.11 Importers 

“must furnish all applicable information requested” on the Declaration Form and certify the form 

is “true and complete.” 50 C.F.R. § 14.61; Form 3-177. Moreover, importers must also include 

with every shipment an “accurate and legible” list of the imported species’ “scientific name” or 

alternatively common name. 50 C.F.R. §§ 14.81–82. The regulations further provide that border 

officials may refuse to clear an import when the importer has not established wildlife’s identity 

“by scientific name to the species level” or files an “incomplete” Form 3-177. See 50 C.F.R. § 

14.53(b)(2), (4).  

 

With this letter, we request that Service (1) refuse all wildlife imports not identified to species 

level on Declaration Form 3-177, as already required by law, and (1) enter each species’ name in 

LEMIS and end its practice of using generic codes like MATF and FWTF.  

 

These simple changes would result in more accurate data, ensure compliance with existing 

reporting and species-protection laws, and generate critical information about the aquarium trade 

that is likely threatening species to service the burgeoning U.S. ornamental fish market. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Dianne DuBois 

Staff Scientist 

Center for Biological Diversity 

ddubois@biologicaldiversity.org 

828-774-5637 

 

Sarah Uhlemann 

International Program Director and Senior Attorney 

Center for Biological Diversity 

suhlemann@biologicaldiversity.org 

206-327-2344 

 

 
11 Available at: https://www.fws.gov/sites/default/files/documents/Wildlife%20Shipments%20-%203-

177%202022%281%29.pdf. 
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