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1. Executive summary  

1.1 Enterprise Description 

 Eco-Amazon Piabas (Ornamental Fish) of Rio Negro is to start a green business based 

on the rich ornamental fish resources and technology know-how to better benefit local 

fish collectors (piabeiros) and small-median exporters in the Amazon. This initiative 

evolved from ñProject Piabaò, which is a long-term research project that has been 

studying fish ecology and socioeconomics of the Amazon fishery for two decades. We 

felt that the moment is ready to use our know-how and contacts with the outside world to 

develop a venture business in partnership with local COOP and small traders. Eco-

Amazon is aimed to put a fair trade system in place through a Cooperative (COOP) of 

fisherwomen and fishermen of the Rio Negro Basin (ORNAPESCA, Amazonas, Brazil). In 

order to keep the wild-caught fishery viable amongst an increasing amount of Amazon 

fishes bred in captivity outside the region, Eco-Amazon project is pioneering to apply a 

ñGeographic Origin Indicationò certification for native fishes.  Through this venture we can 

effectively advocate a socio-environmentally responsible ñgreenò ornamental fish 

industry.    

Ornamental fish are one of the few natural resources that can be extracted from the 

Amazon floodplain with no significant impact to its environment. Since the 1950s, wild-

caught ornamental fishes have been the main income for remote villages in the Rio 

Negro basin. Annually, 40-60 million small tropical fishes are caught for the worldwide 

aquarium fish trade there, generating 2-4 million USD revenue as officially registered by 

tax. In reality, the revenue might be up to 20 million USD high. The traditional trade 

system has experienced no significant change since the rubber boom in the 19th century; 

however, in recent years, village folks have started to question whether they receive a 

fair share of the fishery. They have taken the initiative to organize a union and 

cooperative, demanding a fair trade system, but they do not have the means to establish 

different trade processes.  

 

We have been encouraged by governmental agencies (SEBRAE-Small Business 

Administration and ICMBio- Brazilian federal environmental agency) and international 

ornamental fish organizations and traders to develop a fish trade catering to a specialty 

fish market. We have already tested this niche market for two years and can further 
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develop it with an organized COOP. We are going to start by establishing small family 

production units, providing training on fish care and encouraging entrepreneurship, such 

as ecotourism. This is especially important because the families involved will act as 

environmental protection agents, as their income is directly linked to the preservation and 

well-being of the Rio Negro ecosystem. Their steady income from fish collection also 

prevents them from exploitative and environmentally harmful practices such as slash-

and-burn farming or ranching. We are also applying a Geographic Origin Indication (GOI) 

certificate for the Rio Negro ornamental fishes to distinguish them from Amazon fishes 

bred in captivity outside the region. Directly selling the fishes by the COOP to exporters 

does not impact the export price, but relocates part of the gains along the trade chain 

back to piabeiros. Using the existing system, the startup cost will be low and potential 

benefit can be high. One step at a time, COOP members will learn trading skills and 

improve product quality, and gradually replace the existing exploitative trade system.  

Our goal is to include all exporters in the region towards a sustainable trade practice. 

  

1.2 Mission / Success Vision  

Our Mission is to establish a viable, fair and sustainable trade system that can replace 

the centuryôs exploitation in the Amazon.  

Our Success Vision is to help rural fishers to sell more fish and be fairly compensated 

for this. In partnership with fishers´ Cooperative and participating traders, we are building 

a niche market for ornamental fishes (piabas) based on innovative technologies and a 

socio-environmentally responsible fishery. Eco-Amazon is aimed to build a fair trade 

system through the partnership of fish collectors, traders and public institutes to offer 

specialty fishes to add market value of wild-caught Amazon fishes. 

1.3 Critical Success Factors  

Project Piaba has already made thorough studies on ecological and economical aspects 

of the ornamental fishery in the Rio Negro basin (Chao et al 2001) 1.  

                                            

1 Chao, N. L.: P. Petry: G. Prang: L. Sonneschien and M. Tilusty (eds.) 2001 Conservation and 
management of ornamental fish resources of the Rio Negro basin, Amazonia, Brazil ï Projeto Piaba. 
Editora da Universidade do Amazonas, Manaus. 309p. 
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 Small floodplain fishes are a sustainable resource; an economically viable ornamental 

fishery is fundamental to preserve the integrity of the regionôs ecosystem.  Our 

knowledge of the fishery and market is the basis for building this successful ñgreenò fish 

business. It is an innovative means of Amazonian ecosystem conservation.  

 

1) Leadership      

Initially, the collective leadership includes three key partners: 

1. Project Piaba, the flagship Project of Bio-Amazonia Conservation International, 

will coordinate the operation of the enterprise, Eco-Amazon Piabas of Rio 

Negro. 

2. Diretoria Executiva da Cooperativa em Barcelos ïORNAPESCA will manage 

the production processes and benefit sharing among its members. Project 

Piaba will provide full support to build a strong leadership of the COOP. 

3. Trade partners: Aquaproject ïTaiwan will provide market information and 

purchase fishes through Manaus based exporters (Aquafish & Aquário Neon) 

and serve as a gateway to Asian markets. 

 
2) Partnership management  

Eco-Amazon Piabas of Rio Negro is an umbrella enterprise, which includes fishermen 

COOP, local exporter and international distributors. The Project Piaba team serves as 

coordinator to interact with other partners and stakeholders. Project  Piaba will 

oversee and prioritize the multi-institutional efforts, such as coordinating the joint 

program of SEBRAE and ICM-BIO on Geographic Origin Indication and regulatory 

measures and harmonizing discrepancies among trade partners and vendors.  

  

3) Proof and clarity of innovative concept   

We have already tested the niche market for ñgreenò fish for two years, this market 

requires constant input of new variety of fishes; a major challenge  is the assurance of 

a steady fish supply. The marketing strategy is another major task. Irregular 

international transportation and dumping tactics of short sighted exporters have 

caused market value of certain species decrease significantly. The supply problem 

can be resolved with the establishment of a new trade chain with local COOPs.  

These can focus on improving the quality of fish and the packaging methods to 
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compensate the irregularity of airline cargo transports.  Engaging or ñforcingò 

irresponsible exporters into the Geographic Origin Indication System and the COOP 

trade system can reduce dumping practices.  

 

4) Business planning and marketing    

We have made a successful pilot export venture business with several fish collectors, 

one exporter (Aquafish) and one international distributor (Aquaproject-Taiwan). We 

have identified principal bottlenecks along the trade chain. Eco-Amazon will further 

develop the proven market with the fishermenôs COOP and improve local exporterôs 

facilities to guarantee a steady supply and good quality products.  

Our marketing strategy is first aimed at meeting existing market demands and 

secondly at supplying new varieties of fishes. Aquaproject-Taiwan can provide timely 

and accurate information on this. The Fishermenôs COOP will receive special 

instructions on which species to target with the aid of field guides (see Annex Fig. 1 

and 2) and capacity-building workshops.  Exporters will purchase these specialty 

fishes in addition to the common species directly from the COOP, and then sell to 

distributors. Specialty fishes will be released to the market in controlled quantities and 

frequencies to keep the fish value stable.   

Our first target market is China and other Asian countries through our partner 

Aquaproject-Taiwan. Its sales volume has increased from  USD 5,000 in 2006 to USD 

50,000 in 2008.  Its share of sales is 40% to China, 30% to rest of Asian and 20% 

locally.  It has recently purchased a new warehouse in Taipei and direct flights from 

Taipei to major Chinese cities have been opened. We plan to double sales and also 

target Chinaôs sales share to 80% in 2010.  

 

 
5) Triple bottom line planning  

Transparency and accountability for economic, environmental and social corporate 

performance are the core concepts embedded in triple bottom line planning.  

Eco-Amazon can and will incorporate the triple bottom line planning as outlined 

below.  

Economic Bottom line: 

Ornamental fishery represents over 60% revenue for municipalities in the mid-

upper Rio Negro basin. The fishery of small floodplain fishes is sustainable without 
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noticeable impact to the ecosystem. The unfair trade practice and pricing have 

benefited few exporters; fish collectors have been working under semi-slavery 

conditions for five decades.  

Environmental Bottom line: 

The annual production of ornamental fish in Rio Negro is about 40 million fishes. 

Because locals have the fishery trade as a source of subsistence-level income, 

they act as protectors of the ecosystem, rather than exploiting or destroying it. But 

a key question for the viability of our enterprise is whether wild caught ornamental 

fish is sustainable at all.  

One way to assess the sustainability of a target species is using F value, 

estimating the portion of catch from total biomass.  Total bio-mass cannot be 

estimated directly, but the biomass extracted from the ecosystem by fishing is 

negligible.  Taking cardinal tetra as an example; a median size cardinal tetra of 2.5 

cm total length, weighs ~ 0.2 g, 50 million cardinal tetras would weigh 10 metric 

tons. The fishing grounds include 3.7 million ha of floodplain, fish biomass was 

estimated at 1.6 ton/ha along black water river, while rainforest biomass is 180-

250 ton/ha.  

Another means to evaluate vulnerability is based on fuzzy logic to set fishery 

parameters in scores.2  For example, a short-lived fish is less vulnerable than a 

long-lived fish, or a low trophic level herbivorous is less vulnerable than a 

carnivorous fish.  Piabas are mostly short-lived and omnivorous fishes, thus 

vulnerability is generally low.   

Social Cooperate Performance: 

Brazilian government policy is to subsidize and organize rural producers, which 

has encouraged already passive Amazon rural folks to expect or demand 

subsidies.  Government-organized Fish Colonies have been established 

throughout rural Amazon municipalities, where registered fisher folks can receive 

up to 4 months of ñunemploymentñ benefits during the fish protection season.  

The formation of a bottom-up of the Ornamental Fisherwomen and Fishermen 

Cooperative of Middle and Upper Rio Negro (A COOPERATIVA DE 

                                            
2
 Cheung, WL, TJ Picher and D Pauly, 2005 A fuzzy logic expert system for estimating the intrinsic 

extinction vulnerabilities of seamount fishes to fishing.  Biological Conservation124:97 ï 111. 
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PESCADORAS E PESCADORES ARTESANAIS DE PEIXES ORNAMENTAIS 

DO MÉDIO E ALTO RIO NEGRO ï ORNAPESC) has met with resistance from the 

local Fish Colony. This is a local power struggle.  The fish colony was established 

under a federal government program, which we have helped to organize in the 

mid-1990s.  Due to corruption, local fishermen decided to form a COOP.  But 

corrupt politicians wanted to stop the COOPôs activities to be recognized officially.   

Project Piaba has put it very clear that the COOP will be supported through this 

venture. It is a complicate matter to explain to the outside world.  We believe a 

strong organization and a self-sustainable COOP will make a difference. 

Especially, we also have support from different branches of government.  

Fortunately, SEBRAE (Brazilin Small business administration) and Project Piaba 

are embracing the COOP, providing administrative and financial helps to register 

ORNAPESC, and to prepare a geographic origin indication certificate. 

Project Piaba is working categorically to address these issues and provides 

assistance to stakeholders along the trade chain. We want to achieve the 

integration of artisanal fishery into the current global ornamental fish market by 

establishing best handling practices, and increasing awareness to sustainability 

issues in the industry, as well as among regulators and consumers.  

 

6) Short and long-term benefits management  

The short-term goals are to add new products (varieties of fishes), improve quality of 

traditional products and maintain the export price stable. Through the COOP and 

partner traders, some fish collectors will benefit immediately. In the long-term, the 

Geographic Origin Indication is thought to generate additional revenues, which will be 

reinvested in local social and environmental causes. 

It is too early to specify the benefits management, but we will emphasize that the 

COOP and its members must follow the socio-environmental responsibilities mandate 

through a democratic process to benefit local communities. 

 

7) Community engagement  

We have long-term contact with rural communities, and co-management workshops 

have been offered in situ. Collectors have participated in a personal productivity 

register.  COOP and Geographic origin indication will further require members to 
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follow a socio-environmentally responsible protocol for the fishery.  A fair trade chain 

will allow collectors to make business decisions. 

 

8) Risk management     

Project Piaba is aware of the major risks that are encountered by the enterprise and 

has taken measures to mitigate these. Among the major risks of the enterprise are the 

high mortality rate of live fish, the unstable supply of specialty fishes, and the irregular 

airline schedules.  An organized Eco-Amazon enterprise can solve the first two 

problems by working with the COOP and exporters developing the skills to practice 

live fish management to improve fish health; we thus provide local training on new 

techniques and how to choose sustainable and new target species.  To manage the 

uncontrollable risk of irregular airline schedule, we improve the packaging methods 

and set up a rescue protocol for recovering returned shipments from airport.     
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2. Enterprise Overview  

Name: Eco-Amazon Piabas of Rio Negro 

Location: Rua Rainha Catarina, 03 ï Parque Dez ï Manaus/AM 

 

 ñEco-Piabas do Rio Negroò is based in Manaus, with  fishermen COOPs in Barcelos 

(400km) and Sâo Gabriel da Cachoeira (800km) up rio Negro, Brazil.  

 

Map of Rio Negro basin, Amazonas, Brazil 

 

 The initiative applies to practice the bio-ecological and socioeconomic studies of ñProject 

Piabaò, started in 1990, and aims to develop a fair and greener trade for ornamental 

fishery, which is deemed as an alternative means to Amazon conservation. 

2.1 Problem and Opportunity Analysis 

Rio Negro basin is a relatively pristine region with its rainforest mostly intact. Long term 

scientific research has shown that the extractive ornamental fishery has little or no impact 

to the floodplain ecosystem and the fishery has provided income for the local rural 

communities for nearly six decades. There are more than 100 regularly exploited 

species, one species, cardinal tetra (Paracheirodon axelorodi), constitutes over 80% of 

the total harvest.  

 

Manaus 
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     Cardinal Tetra (Paracheirodon axelorodi) 

 

Numerous Amazon native fishes have been bred in captivity elsewhere around the world, 

and some have already replaced the wild-fish supplies in the market. When in captivity 

bred cardinal tetra becomes an economically viable alternative, the wild-caught fishery of 

the Rio Negro may be threatened in the near future. A collapse of the local fishery will 

definitely cause great socioeconomic impact and environmental damaging activities, such 

as rural exodus, wildlife poaching, slash-and-burn agriculture and deforestation, because 

local fishermen would have lost their main source of income.  

To maintain socio-economic and environmental sustainability of this fishery, we have 

identified two principal solutions. The first is to diversify available species and provide the 

market with new varieties of ornamental fish; the second is changing the current 

exploitative trade practice, in which fish collector cooperatives have no say in decision-

making. Our current project focuses on the exploration of the untapped fishery resources 

and to seek ways in which to involve fish collector Coops in business decision-making. 

Wildly-caught and captively bred ornamental fishes have coexisted in the market for 

decades.  Project Piabaôs slogan ñBuy a fish, save a treeò is well-known among the 

ornamental fish industry, now we can test the competitive advantage of a ñgreenò 

product.  

During collaboration with government agencies in 2006, we have selected five rural 

communities in Barcelos to conduct co-management training and individual productivity 

registration. These actions have resulted in the formation of the fishersô COOPerative -

ORNAPESCA (Cooperativa de Pescadoras e Pecadores Artesanais de Peixes 

Ornamentais do Médio e Alto Rio Negro) in Barcelos. Semiannual visits to five 

communities of Barcelos took place in March & October, 2008, and July, 2009 and a 
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series of workshops on cooperatives was scheduled to be held in São Gabriel da 

Cachoeira and other communities in 2009.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Typical Rio Negro fish collector  

 

The framework of this enterprise is first to provide members of cooperatives training and 

develop protocol on target fish selection and best practices of live fish management.  

Fishes from the COOP will be sold to two small exporters exclusively, then on to an 

international distributor. We are lobbying state legislators and advocate that the 

government subsidy to local fishermen shall be given exclusively to the COOP members. 

We do this in order to empower the COOP and ñforceò big exporters to buy fishes from 

COOP. Three Project Piaba team members have participated in a training workshop on 

ñGeographic Origin Indicationò in May, 2009. We are working with SEBRAE (Brazilian 

small business administration of Amazonas) to complete the Geographic Origin 

Indication (GOI) application, which will apply to fishes supplied by the COOPs 

exclusively.  

 

2.2 Product  Description 

We provide under exploited wild-caught ornamental fishes to the world market and 

develop new technology to enhance fish quality in situ. Those fishes are small with a 

short life span (<2 years). The fishing grounds cover less than 5% of the floodplain 

habitat, which means that fishing can be done sustainably  without affecting the 

floodplain ecosystem. Ornamental fishery provides subsistence-level income to rural folks 

and keeps them from engaging in environmental damaging activities. 
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2.3 Brief Market Analysis 

The ornamental fishery of Amazon has been operating continuously for almost sixty 

years. Project Piabaôs research has estimated that the exportation is at 40-60 million 

fishes annually and generates a revenue of up to 20 million USD. This is contrary to 

government statistics, which estimate that there are 20-25 million fishes caught, 

generating 2-3 million USD revenue. The difference is explained by the fact that 

government statistics are based on exportersô export billings, which are falsely reported 

on quantities to avoid tax. Recently, a significant portion of the market has shifted to Asia 

(from 5 % to 30%). The great potential market is in China. Although China officially 

prohibits the importation of exotic species, Taiwan is allowed to do so and acts as a 

gateway to the Chinese market for Amazon fishes. Our partner, Aquaproject-Taiwan, 

reported that dumping and contraband have devalued certain species. Initially, our 

venture business will catered to a niche market of new and rare fishes. 

2.4 Development Plan 

The proposed trade model, from collectors to two small exporters and one Taiwan 

importer has been tested since 2006. Adding the formal COOP into the trade chain is 

done by organizing COOP members in small community based production units.  These 

units are then linked to exporters which in turn manage and provide the products to a 

partner importer in Taiwan. Our strategy is to maintain the current price, but to substitute 

some intermediate buyers with the COOP. This would result in the COOP receiving the 

usual intermediary mark-up themselves. At the same time we will lobby legislators and 

advocate government subsidy policy on ornamental fish to fishermenôs COOP. This will 

encourage entrepreneurship among local stake holders.    

 

Eco-Piaba do Rio Negro is an extension of Project Piaba, which has been in operation 

since 1990 under the auspice of an NGO, Bio-Amazonia Conservation International. We 

have developed a niche market in partnership with two exporters (Manaus) and one 

importer (Taiwan). This specialty fish trade is in its 3rd year of practice with $35,000 of 

sales in 2008. The initial investment is low (<$20,000) and profit margin potentially can 

reach 200%, giving the mortality less than 10%. As the exclusive supply from the COOP 

has become steady and the quantity of a specialty living fish sold to the market can be 
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controlled, the sales can easily be multiplied up to $70-100,000 in next two to three 

years.  

 

2.5 Mission Statement / Success Vision Explained  

Our Mission is to establish a viable, fair and sustainable trade system that can replace 

the centuryôs long exploitative system in the Amazon.  

This mission of Eco-Amazon Piabas of Rio Negro is built on the premise that a 

sustainable wild-caught ornamental fish industry in the Rio Negro is fundamental to 

maintain socioeconomic stability of the rural fishing communities and the environmental 

integrity.   

Wild-caught ornamental fishery in the Rio Negro has kept rural folks from large-scale 

slash-andïburn agriculture activities. Thus, the rainforests in the upper Rio Negro basin 

are better conserved than in the other parts of the Amazon.  Rural Amazonians have 

immigrated to the urban center Manaus; rural families in upper Rio Negro often moved to 

the municipal town, Barcelos, in order to obtain better education for their children and 

health care for elders. This is mainly due to the fact that Barcelos is a center of 

ornamental trade and transship point. Local prosperity has attracted immigrants from 

distant communities in the mid Rio Negro basin.  Maintaining a viable ornamental fish 

industry in the region is a small investment to preserve social and environmental integrity.   

Indicators of success may be measured through the amount of new varieties of fishes 

which are discovered and marketed, the health level / Death on arrival count of fish, the 

number of exporters which purchase fishes from the COOP, and the number of families 

involved in the COOP. 
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3. Activities and Organisation Description  

Eco-Amazon is a partnership organization, which includes local fishers COOP, two 

Manaus exporters (Aquafish & Aquário Neon), an international distributor (Aquaproject-

Taiwan) and Project Piaba, which will serve as coordinator initially and interact with other 

organizations. Other stakeholders can join the Eco-Amazon partnership as the enterprise 

grows.  

3.1 Activities Description 

Activities along the trade chain can be chronologically divided into three major tasks, 

which will involve the three categories of partners. 

 

1. Capture and trade in the fishing areas: Fisher folks COOP partner in Barcelos and 

São Gabriel da Cachoeira. 

2. Transport and preparing for international customers: two independent exporter 

partners, Aquafish & Aquário Neon, in Manaus.  

3. Specialty Market development: three collaborating importers are Aquaproject-Taiwan ,  

Bassleer Biofish ï Belgium and Independent Aquarium Ltd-UK. 

 

Project Piaba, the SEBRAE (Brazilian Small Business Administration) and ICMBio (a 

Brazilian Environmental Protection Agency) team will coordinate and conduct the 

following activities to ensure the functioning of new trade processes. 

1. Support fish collectors Cooperative and training fisher folks to run the COOP.  The 

Project Piaba team has been working jointly to capacitate rural communities. 

2. Develop a geographic origin indication certification to declare that ornamental fish 

of Rio Negro are environmentally and socially sound and that they are a thus 

ñgreenò product.  

3. ñSolve logistics problemsò- we have some success, but repeated logistics (supply 

and transportation) and fish health (dead on arrival) problems had great reduced 

the revenues for stakeholders.  

4. Improve infrastructure and provide training on good fish management practices for 

increasing health and survival rate of fishes along the trade chain.  

5. Enhance exporterôs quarantine and packaging processes and skills of direct 

marketing (via internet).  
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Ongoing programs of Project Piaba have offered workshops on entrepreneurship and co-

management in local communities. We believe that local entrepreneurship can only 

prevail with tangible progresses, rewards and the provision of hands-on experience. This 

venture business is a training ground for fish collectors to care for their fish with quality in 

mind and managing their COOP for better revenue. 

 

 Fishermen meeting 

 

3.2 Organisation Description 

The enterprise ñEco-Amazon Piabas of Rio Negroò is an extension of Project Piabas 

activities under the auspices of Bio-Amazonia Conservation international, a US 

registered not-forïprofit organization since 1991.  The fishermen COOP (ORNAPESCA) 

is registered in Manaus, Amazonas as a civil association in 2009.  

The principal partner organizations (Project Piaba, COOP, Aquafish, Aquaticproject ï

Taiwan) are independently managed.  Project Piaba team will coordinate the Eco-

Amazon initially.  SEBRAE (Small Business Administration),   ICMBio (a Brazilian 

Environmental Protection Agency) and project Piaba have already started to train the 

COOP and community leaders.  We expect that local leaders will emerge and a new 

management team can be established in 2-3 years. 

 

The roles of each partner are clearly defined: the COOP acts as production manager, 

Manaus exporters are to receive fishes from the COOP and trade them and the Taiwan 



 

18 

importer develops the market in Asia.  Project Piaba is responsible to provide and seek 

resources to get the trade processes off ground. 

 

 

Initially, we would like to keep the organization as simple as illustrated above.  Our goal 

is to maintain a medium- sized enterprise and work within sustainable conditions. It is not 

our intention to grow into a larger company. 

3.3 Organisational Challenges  

For long-term success, several constrains and challenges need to be addressed and 

improved ï the suggested mitigation efforts are stated below.  

¶ Entrepreneurship and co-management skill among leaders of the COOP need to be 

improved  

ü Training workshops have been organized, hands-on experience with 

COOP would be most efficient 

¶ Problems on logistics related to steady supply and reliable local transportation  

ECO Amazon Piabas of Rio Negro 

Fishermen COOP. 

 in Rio Negro basin 

Exporters in Manaus  

(Aqua Fish &  Aquário) 

Neon) 

Importers WW  

(AP Taiwan) 

Project PIABA  

(Univ Federal do Amazonas 

& Bio-Amazonia 

Conservation International) 

 

Communicating Marketing Information  

Identifying Green     Species for Exporting 

Empowering Fishermen 

COOP & technical advice    

Reviewing Rea   sonable Pricing 

Community 

unit  

Community 

unit  
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ü This can be solved once the COOP is in place through capacity 

building and infrastructure improvement 

¶ Fish quality and health (dead on arrival) problems 

ü Implement best practice management protocol and use of locally 

adapted technology  

¶ Oversupply of profitable species can cause price crash 

ü Quantity  and species of fishes to be monitored and adjusted to 

market demand 

¶ Established exporters and importers may use local influence to threaten COOP 

members and impede Eco-Amazon business through dumping tactics.  

ü Self-destructive practice is a short-term concern 

¶ Public Policy and Local Entrepreneurship: Brazilian government policy is to subsidize 

and organize rural producers, which has encouraged already passive Amazon rural 

folks to expect or demand more subsidies 

ü Policy and cultural conditions cannot be resolved in short term, but 

ñsuccess-storiesò of local entrepreneurs are emerging 

¶ Stricter laws and regulations on exotic species from importing countries and further 

downturn of economic crisis can discourage exotic aquarium fish keepers.  

ü Environmental laws are well-established for importing countries. 

Consumer ethics and education on live fish keeping have become 

an issue in developed countries. Fish keeping trends shift 

frequently, we need to adjust the market interests accordingly.   

¶ Illegal trade: Some major exporters in South America are smuggling prohibited 

species to world markets: small and median traders have very little chance to gain 

market share if they stay within the legal premise.  

ü Enforcement agencies are becoming more efficient and huge fines 

may stop dare devils 

¶ Co-existing with the farm raised ornamental fishes. Farmed vs. wild-caught cardinals: 

The farmed stocks of cardinal tetras are produced closer to the market and bare lower 

freight expenses and import/export logistics.  

ü As most consumers are unaware of the impacts of their purchase 

choices, decisions are made based on quality and price; awareness 
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is raised, though and our geographic origin indication certification 

provides added value for interested aquarium hobbyists. 

¶ Increasing requirements for health certification: There are also growing concerns 

regarding the potential for the spread of fish diseases, which could infect both food 

fish and ornamental fish farms. The OIE has developed guidelines for the testing of a 

list of fish diseases for all fishes to be imported into the EU.  

ü Fortunately, Amazon ornamental fishes are exempt from those 

diseases testing for cyprinids and salmonid fishes.  

¶ For small exporters, it is necessary to have a marketing strategy in order to grow. 

ü Eco-Amazon can be a business model for small/medium sized 

business 

3.4 Performance Monitoring and Impact Analysis 

Performance of the partners of Eco-Amazon may need a situation-specific set of criteria 

for monitoring and evaluation. When comparing our established business partners 

(Aquaproject-Taiwan) to our emerging business partners (Aquafish-Manaus), of course 

there are different attitudes and levels of efficiency. Specific measures based on the 

quantity of sales and gains are unrealistic due to lack of consistency in performance (fish 

diversity, mortality rate and airline irregularity).   

Thus, our indicators are on a high level and used with a long-term perspective, as other 

indicators are hardly applicable in the Amazonian region. A set of indicators which are 

found below 

¶ New varieties of fishes discovered and marketed; 

ü Over 1,000 species of fishes are known from Rio Negro, currently only about 

100 species are regularly exported. We can introduce several small fishes 

every year to stimulate the interest. 

¶ Rate of Death On Arrive (DOA) reduced to less than 10%; 

ü A DOA rate of 30% is a breakeven point.  Reducing DOA is not only a matter of 

profit but also an environmental responsibility and animal welfare ethics. 

¶ Major exporters start to purchase fishes from the COOP;  

ü For a sustainable fishery and socio-environmental benefit, we need to lobby 

major exporters to purchase fishes from the COOP.  
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¶ Smart trade practice by control quantities of specialty fishes released to market in 

order to maintain the value of new products.  

ü Our front line partner, Aquaproject-Taiwan has experienced that dumping 

tactics of some Amazonian exporters had driven down price of valuable fishes and 

once the price went down it will not return to previous level; it is wise to release 

good quality fish in limited quantities at a time. 

¶ Certifications of geographic origin become more popular among consumers.  

ü This is the first time that a geographic origin indication certification been 

applied to a live animal.  Once it is in place, it will be a model of a green 

business for live animal trades.  We expect that a significant impact will spread 

among animal pet industry.  
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4. Marketing Plan  

First to establish a couple of specialty fish trade module, this may include 5-7 piabeiro 

families, one or two exporters and one importer. Trade unit can compete for quality and 

novelty fish supply; this would encourage entrepreneurship. Additional COOPs or subunit 

of COOP can be organized in two up-river municipalities of Rio Negro: Santa Isabel and 

São Gabriel da Cachoeira.  

4.1 Situation Analysis 

Ornamental Fish trade of the Rio Negro Basin 

The ornamental fishery of upper Rio Negro has been operating continuously for almost 

sixty years. It has proven to be a reliable and consistent source of dozens of species of 

aquarium fish and has been the marketôs near-exclusive source of the cardinal tetra. 

Taxed revenue reported were between 2-4 million USD annually3 which has provided 

rural Amazonian fishing communities with a livelihood and has provided economic 

incentive for these communities to preserve and protect their surrounding environment ï

the Amazon rainforest.  

 

Figure 1.  Ornamental fish export report by IBAMA (1974-1987) Project Piaba Barcelos 
ornamental fish Export (1998-2008). Local data collectorsô reports showed inconsistency 
from 2004-2006. 

                                            
3
 As stated above, the actual revenue is estimated to be much higher than these tax reports. 
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Amazon Ornamental fish in world Market  

Brazil, Colombia and Peru are major wild-caught Amazon fish exporters (Table 1). In 

recent years, the main sales markets have shifted from North American and Europe to 

Asian countries (Fig 2, and personal observations) . 

 

Table1    Major export (left) and import (right) countries of ornamental fishes Source:      
PET Europe 9-10/2005 

 

Fig. 2   Major importing countries of ornamental fishes from the Amazonas State, Brazil. 
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Since 2005, Taiwan has become a major importer of Amazon fishes through partnership 

of one exporter (Turkys Aquarium, Manaus) and Canvex Company in Taiwan.  This 

alliance has monopolized the Brazilian Amazon fish trade to Taiwan through extreme 

dumping measures. It is reported that they have organized a network of illegal trade.  

Eco-Amazon is aiming for a niche market, providing fishes that have not been marketed 

before for a moderate high value through a partnership with ornamental fish producers 

and fish traders. Our customers include one long-term customer in Taiwan and two 

potential customers from the EU, plus endorsement from an industry NGO, Ornamental 

Fish International. 

1. AquaProject-Taiwan.  An importer and wholesale in Taipei, where a gateway of 

Amazon fishes to China and other Asian markets. 

2. BASSLEER BIOFISH ï Belgium. An importer and wholesale, which advocates and 

supports sustainable fish collecting. 

3. Independent Aquatic Imports Ltd-UK. An Importer and Wholesale Partner in UK, 

which has contacted project Piaba and looking for sustainable ornamental fishes.  

4. Ornamental Fish International.  An industrial association and a long-term supporter 

of Project Piaba mission on sustainable fishery, poverty alleviation and conservation,  

OFI Journal has provide publicity and dissimilate Project Piabas achievement to 

ornamental fish industry worldwide.  

Locally, a steady supply of specialty fishes in addition to common ones can be most 

efficient and profitable.  Partner exporters (Aquafish and Aquário Neon) have not been 

very active in 2009 due to the abnormally high water level and lack of fish supply in the 

region.  A flexible business strategy is essential for small exporters to survive during an 

anomaly fishing season.  When the COOP is in place and if there is no surprising climate 

anomaly, we project that the sales will grow to $70-120,000 USD in 2010-11.  

4.2 Detailed Product Description  

Ornamental fishes are regulated by the Brazilian Environmental agency (IBAMA) through 

decrees. New norms of IBAMA NI no. 203 ( published in October, 2008) amplified over 

100 L-number species to a total of 350 Brazilian species that can be exported as 

ornamentals, but fail to include most species of wild tetra, dwarf cichlid and corydoras.  

We have produced a field guide for Rio Negro ornamental fishes which can be found in 

the annex (Item 1 and 2) which will direct fish collectors to select marketable target 

species and also show our customers the available stocks.   
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Some novelty fish species found in Rio Negro 

 

Since 2006, Project Piaba and ICMBio have organized workshops to provide technical 

and co-management training.  Efforts were also made to empower the COOP 

(ORNAPESCA) and other registrar services to rural communities (See Item 3)  

For traders and consumers, we can assign a unique barcode as geographic origin 

indication label to each lot of fishes collected. Environmental and fishery information will 

be posted on the internet referring to each barcode. Interactions with customers and 

tropical fish hobbyists have been ongoing for decades through the website of Project 

Piaba.   

4.3 Marketing Strategy  

The enterprise evolved from Project Piaba, which has goals in education, research and 

conservation.  Baseline information and technical innovation will be provided to local 

fishers and exporters. As outlined above, this green business will operate by offering 

under-exploited and novelty ornamental fishes with a green label (i.e. geographic origin 

indication) and empowering fisher folks through a production COOPerative.  In principal, 

the FOB price4 of popular fishes will maintain the same (e.g. USD$0.05-0.07/ tetra), but 

fish collectors revenue will increase from $0.002 to 0.004/tetra.  This difference results 

from reduced ñintermediateò exploitation and from a government subsidy which 

                                            
4
 FOB price: Freight on board price - the shipment cost will be paid by the buyer. 
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guarantees a minimum price paid to fish collectors.  (also, see Section 5, price along the 

trade chain) 

The new model of a socially and environmentally sustainable ornamental fish trade will 

be reported in popular aquarium trade magazines to further push the green paradigm. 

 To further develop a green market, we plan to 

organize an ornamental fish trade show 

ñAquamazonia 2010ò 24-27  January 2010 in 

Manaus, Amazonas, Brazil.  This show is to bring 

worldwide fish traders to the heart of Amazon and 

to meet fish exporters from Amazon countries to 

establish a common strategy of marketing 

sustainable ornamental fish with socio-

environmental responsibilities.  # 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The announcement poster of  
ñAquamazonia 2010ñ conference 

 

 www.aquamazonia2010.com 
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4.4 Sales and Impact Forecast  

We have already tested a similar chain of trade since 2007. From these experiences, we 

have made a modest growth target.  

 

Quarter/Year Sales Ecosystem 
Intervention 

Social Impact 

2007 $20,000 USD Small quintiles of 

fish from several 

locations 

Fishes originated from 

5-6 families   

2008 $40,000 USD Small quintiles of 

fish from several 

locations 

Fishes originated from  

a dozen families   

2009 $ 30,000 USD Prolonged high 

water level in first 

half of 2009 reduced 

catch 

~50 families have 

joined COOP 

2010 $80,000 USD Target species & 

location will be 

managed 

Target ~80 families  

members in the  

COOP 

2011 $ 180,000 USD Target species & 

location will be 

managed and 

adjusted 

Target ~80 families  

members in the  

COOP 

 

4.5 Marketing Implementation Plan and Timeline 

Ornamental fishery is a small business, but it may play a major role in local conservation. 

Eco-Amazon is an experimental venture to keep a viable ornamental fishery in the Rio 

Negro region.  Long-term planning needs to consider the frontier location and improvising 

solutions accordingly.  A general plan is presented below. 
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Implementation Plan and Timeline 

 

 
 

     

    
1st 
year 

2nd 
year 

3rd 
year 

4th 
year 

5th 
year Note 

  Stakeholder 
Aug, 
2009 2010 2011 2012 2013   

1 

Project Piaba & Bio-
Amazonia 
Conservation 
International  

Coordinate partnership tasks and 
benefits, lobbying government 
agencies, monitor effectiveness 
of the trade chain, training 
piabeiros and students 

Fishing season starts 
in August & ends in 
April 

  
Other NGO  
programs   +  +  +  +  + 

Collaborate with 
other NGOs, Fishers 
Union and community 
associations 

                

2 

ORNAPESCA - 
Number of Fishers 
COOPs along Rio 
Negro Basin 1 2 3 3 3 

We plan to establish 
three units of COOP 
in Barcelos, Santa 
Isabel and São 
Gabriel da Cachoeira  

                

3 Manaus Exporters (2) 2 2 3 4 5 Improve facilities, live 
fish management and 
packaging methods 
for two partners, add 
exporters when 
condition permits 

  Aquafish   +  +  +  +  + 

  Aquario Neon  +  +  +  +  + 

                

4 Importers 1 2 3 4 5   

  
AquaticProject- 
Taiwan  +  +  +  +  + 

Trade partner for 3 
years 

  BASSLEER BIOFISH     +  +  +  + Expressed interest 

  
Independent Aquatic 
Imports Ltd-UK.       +  +  + Expressed interest 

                

5 
Governmental 
Service & Subsidy           

Initial collaboration 
has been realized; 
mid-term support is 
guaranteed 

  SEBRAE  +  +  +  +  + 

  ICMBio  +  +  +  +  + 

   Ministry of Fisheries   +  +  +  +  + 
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5. Operations  

Project Piaba team will coordinate the entire process initially and gradually capacitate 

local stake holders (COOP and Exporters) to take over the responsibility.  Our services 

include: 

1. Prepare all contracts and legal documents for stakeholders along the trade chain. 

2. Obtain priority target species from international distributor and pass instruction to 

COOP and small exporter. 

3. Set target dates of receiving fishes and guide through stocking and quarantine 

procedures. Apply fish health care protocol and new technology to improve quality 

of fish.  

4. Help local exporters to negotiate trade processes and payment methods with 

COOP and international distributors. Translation services will be provided as well. 

5. Help COOP and traders to manage gain and loss and harmonize any 

discrepancies among stake holders.  

5.1 Operations Strategy 

The enterprise is based on sound scientific studies on the wild-caught ornamental fishery 

and its socioeconomic impacts in the region. The fishery is sustainable both economically 

and environmentally, but smart marketing would maximize the value of fishes. Since 

1990, Project Piaba has interacted with fish collectors and conducted participative 

research projects with rural communities. The greatest advantage of this enterprise is 

that several trained fishery engineers and biologists have taken relevant employments in 

their native towns.  They are the most valuable partners for the early development of the 

enterprise. 

For two years, we have already tested this niche market and trade processes with 

independent collectors and traders; we have identified the bottlenecks: unstable supply, 

irregularity airline transport and government regulations.  An organized supply chain 

through COOP and improved packaging techniques can solve part of the logistic 

problems. The startup fund is modest and the business is sustainable even with 50% fish 

loss. Improving fish health and packaging method can prolong survival time to 

compensate airline delay, which is beyond our control.   
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 Our knowledge on fish ecology, seasonality and fish health management will make 

greater improvement of quality for COOP products. 

5.2 Ongoing Operations  

We want to replace current Exporters Representatives with the fishermenôs COOP. 

Hopefully, the Patron Piabeiros will voluntarily sell fishes to the COOP. Typically, a patron 

Piabeiro is a fish collectors as well as a small businessman with a motorized boat that 

can go around remote communities to trade fishes with household goods.  They are also 

exploiting local people, but without them household goods (coffee, salt, matches etc.) will 

not reach to remote villages. This is a very delicate matter to treat; we would like to 

emphasize the COOP and let few small Patron businessmen to adjust the new situation. 

The proposed fair trade system is to replace the two intermediate buyers with the 

fishermenôs COOP, members of the COOP can make decision of the share and costs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The processes from fishing ground to consumer are summarized in two groups of photos; 

equipment and facilities are rather simple and visible in the photos. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exporters A&B 

Patron Piabeiros 

Fishermen (Town) Fishermen 
(Interior) 

Fishermen (Town) Fishermen 
(Interior) 

Autonomous 
Piabeiros 

Patron Piabeiros 
Exporter 

Representatives 
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Suppliers (Fig. 5.2.-1): Rio Negro Ornamental Collectorô COOP (ORNAPESCA). The 

COOP is responsible to receive fishes and transport them to the exportersô facility. 

 

1A. Fishing camp (dry season October to April). 

1B. Artisan Fishery with minimum environmental disturbance. 

1C. Dugout is best to get around in the floodplain. 

1D. Fishes are kept in net tank and plastic tubs. 

1E. Taking fish to town (Barcelos) 

1F. Loaded on the cargo-passenger boat. 

1G. ñRecreioò is the local long distance haul boat (430km downstream to Manaus). 

1H. Water change after 12 hours travel. 

1I. Fish tubs packed very tight on crowded space.  

 

 

Vendors (Fig. 5.2.-2): We have two small collaborating exporters (Aquafish and Aquario 

Neon in Manaus).  They do not have large facilities to stock larger quantity of fishes.  Our 

partner importer (Aquaproject-Taiwan) recently purchased a larger warehouse and 

imports fishes from many regions of the world.  Vendors are to invest one time in water 

supply and filter equipment and air pumps, it is a labour intensive job to keep large live 

fish inventories. 
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Fig. 5.2-2. ExporterïImporterïRetailer: 

 

2A. Fishes are kept in tubs at small exporterôs facility (Aquafish, Manaus) . 

2B. Fasting fishes for 48 hours before export. 

2C. Packaging fishes in oxygenated plastic bag and Styrofoam box 

2D. Shipping labels are ready for international customers. 

2E. Ware house of our partner importer Aquaproject-Taiwan Taipei, fishes are from all 

over the world. 

2F. Retail stores in Guangzhou, where Amazon fishes are received from Taiwan trans-

shippers.  

2G-H. Amazon fishes on display in retail stores. 

 

 

 Inventories: To reduce cost, most fishes are stored in mobile cage-nets set in the river 

(Barcelos or Manaus). We have developed a floating cage to replace the fixed stocking 

net. The floating cage can be moved to clean or deeper waters to guarantee better water 

quality and can store high density of live fishes.  
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 Fig. 5.2.-3 Floating mobile cages are invented to stock live fishes in fishing ground (left) 

and tranship point in Barcelos (right).   

 

5.3 Prices along the trade chain5:  

Fish Collectors receive USD6-8.00 per thousand from Exporterôs Representatives or 

Patron in Barcelos, who discount 20% fishes to compensate mortality.(Fish collector 

actually receive USD 5.00 per thousand) 

Exporters pay USD 13-15 net for fish arrival in Manaus. Intermediate buyers pay boat 

transport and labor cost USD2-3 per tub (800-1,200 fishes). The intermediate buyer 

gains $ 7 per thousand tetras. Exporters sell at 50-70 USD per thousand to International 

customers, who also pay the freight cost . Exporters thus can make USD 30-50 per 

thousand tetras. 

Aquarium fish hobbyists pay USD 0.25-1 per cardinal tetra in Asia, USD 2-3 or more in 

North America and Europe.  

 

                                            
5
 Price per thousand cardinal tetras and other small fishes along the trade chain in USD, estimated net gain only based 

on fish price, not including other maintenance costs. 




