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FAO: World Fisheries

The FAO reported global produc-
tion of 178 million tons of aquatic 
animals and 36 million tons of algae 
in 2020. Fish and seafood were 
worth $200 billion in 2020, an aver-
age of $1.10 a pound, while algae 
was worth $0.50 a pound. 

Fish, seafood, and algae can be 
consumed fresh or frozen, canned, 
or dried; some is used for a non-hu-
man food purposes, such as fish 
meal. About 90 percent of the 
aquatic animals caught or raised 
were consumed by humans. The 
largest share, 44 percent, was 
consumed fresh, followed by 35 
percent that was frozen. The share 
of fish that are salted and dried is 
highest in developing countries.

Average global fish and seafood 
consumption was 20 kilograms or 
44 pounds per person in 2020, 
double average per capita con-
sumption in the 1960s. Fish and 
seafood provided a sixth of human 
animal protein. Asians have the 
highest per capita consumption of 
fish and seafood of 25 pounds per 
person per year. Africans and Latin 
Americans have lower per capita 
consumption of 10 pounds per year. 

There are two major ways to pro-
duce fish and seafood: catch or 
farm. The major story of the 21st 
century is the stable catch of wild 
fish and seafood, about 90 million 
tons a year, and the rising share of 
farmed fish and seafood, about 90 
million tons a year.

China accounts a third of the global 
fish and seafood volume, both 
caught and farmed, followed by 
Norway and Vietnam. A third of 
the world’s fish and seafood are 
exported, some 60 million tons 
worth $150 billion in 2020, making 

the 60 million tons traded worth 
$2,500 a ton or $1.25 a pound. 
Most of the fish and seafood that is 
traded is frozen. 

The EU accounted for a third of 
global fish and seafood imports, 
followed by the US with 15 percent 
and China and Japan, 10 percent 
each. The top exporters of fish and 
seafood were China, 12 percent of 
global exports by value, followed 
by Norway, eight percent, and 
Vietnam, Chile, India, and Thailand, 
about five percent each.

Wild

Some 90 million tons of wild fish 
were caught in 2020, including 80 
million tons from marine waters and 
10 million tons from inland waters, 
by 4.1 million fishing boats, includ-
ing 2.5 million that are motorized. 
Finfish are the most caught wild fish 
led by anchovies. The four high-
value groups were tuna, cephalo-
pods or mollusks such as squid and 
octopus, shrimp, and lobster.

The top 10 countries capturing 
the most fish were led by China, 
which accounted for 15 percent of 
the global catch, and followed by 
Indonesia and Peru, seven percent 
each. The top 10 capture-fish coun-
tries accounted for 57 percent of 

90% of Fish and Seafood are Consumed by Humans,  
Most Often Fresh or Frozen



Average Per Capita Fish and Seafood Consumption is 20 kg or 44 lbs a Year the global catch; only Bangladesh 
caught more wild fish inland than in 
the sea.

In 1974, the FAO estimated that 90 
percent of the world’s fish stocks 
were being fished within biologi-
cally sustainable levels. The share 
of fish stocks that are being fished 
sustainably has been declining, and 
was two-thirds in 2020. 

The most overfished fish stocks 
include those off of the western 
coast of South America and in the 
Mediterranean, where two-thirds 
of fish stocks are overfished. The 
most sustainable fish stocks are in 
the mid- and north-Pacific Ocean, 
where over 80 percent of fish 
stocks are sustainable.

People

Some 60 million people world-
wide are employed full or part time 
in fishing and seafood, including 
a third who were employed in 
aquaculture. Women are about 20 
percent of those employed full- or 
part-time in fishing and seafood, 
and their share of the workforce is 
highest in aquaculture. 

Most fishing vessels are small; 
under 12 meters and with only one 
deck. The 45,000 fishing vessels 
that were more than 24 meters or 
80 feet were only five percent of 
the motorized fishing fleet, but they 
caught most of the world’s caught 
fish. 

Asia has 2.7 million fishing vessels 
or two-thirds of the total, including 
560,000 Chinese vessels, down 
from over a million in 2013. Both the 
EU and China have reduced their 
fishing fleets. 

The FAO reported that two-thirds of 
the 10 most landed fishes are being 
fished within biologically sustainable 
levels: anchoveta, Alaska pollock, 
skipjack tuna, Atlantic herring, 

Aquaculture Accounts for Half of the World’s Fish and Seafood Tonnage

The top 10 Countries Accounted for 57% of Wild Fish Caught



One-Third of the World’s Fish Stocks were Overfished in 2020yellowfin, blue whiting, European 
pilchard, Pacific chub mackerel, 
Atlantic cod and large-head hairtail.

Aquaculture

Aquaculture produced 88 million 
tons of fish and seafood, half of 
2020’s total, and all of the algae. 
The FAO projects that aquacul-
ture will produce over half of the 
200 million tons of aquatic animals 
expected in 2030. 

The 60 million tons of farmed finfish, 
led by carp, catfish, salmon and 
tilapia, were worth $150 billion in 
2020, the 18 million tons of farmed 
mollusks such as oysters and mus-
sels were worth $30 billion, and the 
11 million tons of farmed crustaceans 
including shrimp and crabs were 
worth $80 billion. 

Fish can be farmed inland in fresh 
water or in coastal areas in marine 
or ocean salt water. The leading 
farmed fresh-water finfish by ton-
nage are various carp and tilapia, 
while the leading farmed finfish in 
salt water is salmon. 

A group of 11 NGOs organized into 
the Financial Transparency Coalition 
released a report in October 2022 
that concluded illegal, unreported, 
and unregulated (IUU) fishing costs 
$25 billion a year, as IUU vessels 
account for up to 20 percent of the 
global fisheries catch. One hotbed 
for IUU fishing with foreign distant 
water fishing (DWF) fleets from 
China and other countries is the 
West Coast of Africa; eight of the 
top 10 IUU fishing fleets are Chi-
nese.

A Third of Fish Stocks Off Peru and in the Mediterranean are Sustainable



Almost 85 Percent of the World’s Fishing Workforce is in Asia

Source: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/221026/dq221026a-eng.htm

Persons Employed in Aquaculture Tend to be Employed Full Time



There were 2.5 Million Motorized and 1.5 Million Non-Motorized  
Fishing Boats in 2020

Aquaculture Produces Half of the World’s Fish and Seafood,  
and Most of the Inland Fish
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Carp are the Leading Farmed Fresh Water Fish, and Salmon the Leading  
Farmed Saltwater Fish
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Appendix Table 1. World Fisheries Yielded 180 Million Tons in 2020,  
Half From Aquaculture

The FAO Aims for Sustainable Fishing


