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ABSTRACT

Snakehead fish is the fish species which is mostly preferred by consumers in the Mekong Delta of Vietnam. However, it is difficult to develop this industry due to a number of reasons. This study was carried out with the aims to describe the value chain of cultured snakeheads and to analyze the distribution of cost-benefit among the chain actors in the delta. Among 10 common market channels, two most important ones in term of total production were Channel 3 (Fish farmers – Wholesalers – Retailers – End consumers in the Mekong Delta), and Channel 9 (Fish farmers – Wholesalers – Wholesalers in Ho Chi Minh City). Profit was unbalant distributed among the chain actors, mainly for the wholesalers (87.9-93.4% of total profit of the whole chain). In order to have an appropriate development of snakehead industry, to improve profit of the whole chain and to have a better competition power, the followings should be given more consideration: (i) more proper planning of cultured area and technological supports, and marketing of fish products; (ii) To encourage the application of pelette feed in order to reduce the pressure on fresh water wild fish stocks; and (iii) To have incentive policies/regulations that help to encourage the processors to export, especially processed products for a long-term market expansion in terms of higher production, more export value, and stable price of snakehead products.
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INTRODUCTION

The cage culture of giant snakehead (Channa micropeltes) was started in Vietnam in the  1960s, while the farming of common snakehead fish (Channa striatus) was begun in the 1990s and spread by different farming systems in the flood-prone areas of the Mekong Delta. However, the development of snakehead fish culture was unstable and said to contribute to the depletion of wild fish resources, more water pollution, and unsustainable development. This study was carried out over a one year period beginning in September 2009. It covers four main provinces of snakehead farming in the Mekong Delta (An Giang, Dong Thap, Can Tho and Hau Giang). The study aims to describe the value chain of cultured snakeheads and the distribution of cost-benefit among the chain actors in the study area. Five main groups of actors of snakehead value chain (farmers, traders, processors, retailers and end consumers) were interviewed. In addition, two chain supporters, including market managers and government officers were also interviewed.

Reports from provinces in the Mekong Delta in 2010 revealed that estimated total production of snakehead fish in the Delta was about 40,000 tons, increasing about 1,000 tons compared to that of the previous year, of which giant snakeheads made up approximately 20% of the total production. The average stocking duration was 4-6 months/crop depending on cultured species and selling price at the harvest. Average stocking density was 204 fish/m3 (or 114 fish/m3) with the average survival rate of 53.2% and the average yield was 41.9 kg/m3/crop. Production cost was VND 29,700 per kg and if the cost of self-captured trash fish was not taken into account, this cost was reduced to about VND 24,400 per kg.   Most of local traders bought snakeheads directly from the grow-out farmers (54.7%) and resold the fish to bigger traders in Ho Chi Minh City (58.8%). All retailers in the local markets sold their fish to local consumers.

For dried snakehead processors, the average amount of raw fish bought was 8.2 tons/processor/year, of which 84.4% was bought from fish traders. Approximately 60% sold their dried fish to HCMC after processing. The average purchased quantity of raw snakehead bought by fish sauce processors was 9.0 tones/processor/year, of which 39.6% was bought from grow-out farms. Today, some processors of fish sauce bought wild snakeheads from Cambodia (5.7%) due to the depletion of wild fish in the local markets. The wild snakeheads from Cambodia were mainly traded in the flood season (September to December).

There were 10 marketing channels of snakehead fish identified, of which two are most important in terms of total production: (1)  “Fish farmers – Wholesalers – Retailers – End consumers in the Mekong Delta” and (2) “Fish farmers – Wholesalers – Wholesalers in Ho Chi Minh City”. Profit was not distributed fairly among the chain actors. Traders received more profit than others (about 87.9-93.4% of total chain profit). Retailers received the highest level of profit/kg but their total profit was lower than other actors due to small amount of fish purchased.

There were five independent variables found that could affect fish yield at the same time (p<0.05). They were: (i) Own hatchery; (ii) Own nursery; (iii) Stocking density; (iv) Species of giant snakehead; and (v) Costs of medicines and chemicals for prevention and treatment of snakehead diseases. Most of these independent variables were positively related to fish yield, except the own hatchery (negatively relationship). If stocking density is increased to more than 150 fish/m3, the total production costs were found to increase very much. The net income also increased if stocking density increased but the best result was to stock at a density of 120-150 fish/m3. The costs of medicines and chemicals for fish health management can be increased compared to the mean value of that cost item in order to increase the fish yield, but VND 28,000-35,000/m3/crop can help to provide the best benefit.
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	Figure 1. Marketing channels of snakehead fish in the Mekong Delta


In order to have an appropriate development of the snakehead industry, to enhance the competitive advantage, and to increase income throughout the whole value chain, in particular for farmers, the following issues should be give more concern: (i) Planning and management of snakehead industry in association with protection of aquatic resources and capital and technical support as well as a better organization of production and marketing of snakeheads; (ii) Development of concentrated grow-out areas for snakeheads with more application of pellet feed, aiming to increase the production of snakeheads and reduce the pressure on wild freshwater fish resources; and (iii) Some policies to support the processors to process and to export  snakehead products for market expansion, better and more stable price.
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