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Fresh tuna is a high-value product with demand mostly concentrated in Southern Europe (Spain, France and
Italy). However, there is also a potentially good demand from trading nations in Northwestern Europe such as
Belgium and Germany, which re-export their products to other European countries. Most of the fresh tuna
imported by Europe from developing country exporters is yellowfin tuna. In order to sell your products to
Europe, quality, sustainability and traceability of your fresh tuna are key areas to cover as an exporter.
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1. Product description

Tuna is part of the mackerel family (Scombridae) and the perch-like order (Perciformes). There are several types
of tuna varieties that are used in the fresh tuna business. However, for exporters from non-European countries,
the most relevant species to look at is yellowfin, followed by smaller quantities of Atlantic bluefin, Albacore and
Bigeye tuna.

Unlike other types of tuna products like canned tuna or frozen tuna, fresh tuna is a special product with equally
special requirements to maintain its colour, freshness and quality. Fresh tuna is usually distributed as loins in
vacuum, from which steaks are made. Working with complete loins ensures a better quality and longer shelf life.
Depending on the end market, each loin weighs about 2 to 4 kilogrammes. In retail, the loins are often packed
in Modified Atmosphere Packaging (MAP), which also ensures longer shelf life.

When ‘fresh tuna’ is referred to in this survey, this concerns all the Harmonised System codes listed below:

030232 | Fresh or chilled yellowfin tunas (Thunnus albacares)
030231 @ Fresh or chilled albacore or longfinned tunas (Thunnus alalunga)

030235 | Fresh or chilled Atlantic and Pacific bluefin tuna (Thunnus thynnus,
Thunnus orientalis)

030234  Fresh or chilled bigeye tunas (Thunnus obesus)

030233 | Fresh or chilled skipjack or stripe-bellied bonito

In this study, Europe refers to the EU28, which refers to the 28 member countries of the European Union. The
data used were extracted in 2019 when the United Kingdom was still part of Europe.


http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/nomenclature/overview/what-is-the-harmonized-system.aspx
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries_en#the-27-member-countries-of-the-eu

2. What makes Europe an interesting market for fresh tuna?

Tuna is an integral part of the diet of millions of Europeans. In fact, tuna is the most consumed marine species
in Europe. In 2019, Europe sourced 85% of its fresh tuna imports from within Europe (24,149 tonnes). The
remaining 15% came from non-European countries (4,390 tonnes). Despite a niche and limited demand, it could
offer an interesting opportunity for developing countries to explore the market.

Tuna is the most consumed marine species in Europe

A 2019 study of the European Market Observatory for Fisheries and Aquaculture Products (EUMOFA) shows that
tuna is the most consumed marine species in Europe, followed by cod, salmon and Alaska pollock. Tuna
consumption in the EU is reportedly 3.07 kg per capita, an increase from 2018 which reached 2.78 kg per
capita. Of all the tuna consumed by Europeans, 99.2% is wild-caught and only 0.83% is farmed.

While most of the tuna consumed in Europe is usually canned, there is already a strong affinity for tuna in
Europe, a trend which is supported by the increase in imports both from within Europe and from non-European
countries.

With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, this affinity towards tuna has also increased. It is a familiar fish that
is easy to prepare and known to many Europeans. This presents plenty of opportunities for non-European tuna
producers to enter the European market and sell fresh tuna.

Fresh tuna is mostly consumed in the food service sector and can be bought in specialised retail stores in fresh
or refreshed (defrosted) forms. With limited food service sector opportunities due to quarantine measures, more
Europeans are turning to home cooking and experimenting with high-value seafood in their homes. This means
that exporters can further explore this niche market for fresh tuna in Europe.

Tips:

Read the 2019 EUMOFA report The EU Fish Market to learn more about tuna consumption in Europe
and adapt your business strategy accordingly.

Check huge European retailers such as Lidl, Aldi, Carrefour, Sainsbury’s or Albert Heijn which sell fresh
tuna (sushi forms) in their portfolio.

Growing demand for fresh tuna in Europe

As more restaurants and retailers offer fresh tuna in their portfolio, the demand for fresh tuna is also growing in
Europe. Many Asian restaurants, especially Japanese, offer tuna-based menus that rely on fresh tuna such as
sushi or sashimi to serve to their customers. As these restaurants become more numerous around Europe, more
European customers are also exposed to these types of products, hence increasing the demand for these
products, too.

This increased demand translates into the overall imports of Europe in 2019, which reached 28,538 tonnes, 55%
more than the imports in 2015. Looking at the yearly imports, there is an increasing trend for imports of fresh
tuna. However, exporters should note that 85% of the European market share is dominated by European
countries. The remaining 15% comes from non-European countries. Despite the low market share from non-
European countries, the demand from third countries has been increasing since 2017. In fact, it has grown from
3,944 tonnes in 2015 to 4,390 tonnes in 2019, an 11% increase over 4 years.

Specifically, there is potential in exporting fresh yellowfin tuna and Atlantic bluefin to Europe. Imports of


https://www.eumofa.eu/documents/20178/314856/EN_The+EU+fish+market_2019.pdf
https://www.eumofa.eu/documents/20178/314856/EN_The+EU+fish+market_2019.pdf

yellowfin tuna (the largest volume of tuna imported by Europe from non-European countries) increased from
2,883 tonnes in 2017 to 3,303 tonnes in 2019. Atlantic bluefin, mainly sourced from Japan, increased from just
31 tonnes in 2015 to 663 tonnes in 2019.

Figure 1: Fresh tuna imports from non-European countries
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There are 2 main reasons why European importers prefer buying from within Europe. It is cheaper and faster. As
fresh tuna needs some care and quality in order to maintain its freshness, nearby countries (mainly France and
Spain) have an advantage over non-European countries in terms of transport costs and time of delivery.

According to the latest EUMOFA report, Spain, the EU’s main tuna-landing country, accounted for 88% of total
volumes and 82% of total value in 2017. The country was thus responsible for the European trend, as national
landings increased 1% from 2016, reaching 300,259 tonnes, but with a 3% drop in value, to EUR 804.57 million.

In 2017, yellowfin tuna was among the top 5 species landed in the EU in terms of value and represented 29% of
the total value of all tuna.

e Learn more about European tuna landings by looking into Eurostat data on European tuna catches in major
fishing areas.

Strong opportunity in sustainable products

European consumers are becoming increasingly aware and demanding about tuna’s sustainability. This makes it
an interesting market for developing countries that can ensure their products are sustainable.

The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) is the most recognised and accepted certification to attest for your
product’s sustainability. It requires tuna fisheries to:

e Have healthy and robust stocks;
e Cause minimal impact to the ecosystem;

e Cause minimal impact to other animals, including bycatch.

In 2018, 16 tuna fisheries were MSC-certified, with 7 fisheries in assessment. MSC-certified fresh tuna is mainly


https://www.eumofa.eu/documents/20178/314856/EN_The+EU+fish+market_2019.pdf

caught in the Pacific Ocean. Albacore, yellowfin and skipjack are the most caught tuna species by MSC-certified
fishing companies. European companies, including Sainsbury's, Lidl, Carrefour, Aldi and Ahold Delhaize, have
also restructured their supply chains to allow them to commit to MSC-certified seafood.

Tips:
To better understand the European consumer, read this study from MSC GlobeScan.

Attend the Seafood Expo and Conxemar trade fairs to meet buyers and suppliers of fresh or frozen
tuna and learn more about your competitors and potential customers. The annual Seafood Expo in
Belgium is an ideal place to meet buyers from all over the world. Conxemar is the biggest seafood
trade show in Spain, usually held in October, if you want to know more about the Spanish and
Southern European fish and seafood industry.

Most European buyers prefer MSC-certified products. To verify which fisheries are MSC-certified,
simply visit their website, which also explains the certification process in detail.

3. Which European countries offer the most opportunities for
fresh tuna?

The top destinations for fresh tuna are located in Southern Europe, particularly in Spain, Italy and France. There
is also a growing opportunity in exporting to trading nations in Northwestern Europe such as Belgium and
Germany. This means these countries import products for re-export within Europe. In this section, we will focus
mostly on yellowfin tuna, as this presents the biggest opportunity for developing country exporters for the fresh
tuna segment compared to other types of tuna. It represents 75% of the fresh tuna imported into Europe from
non-European countries, followed by Atlantic bluefin, which holds 15% of the share. This segment is already
dominated by Japan. For skipjack tuna, which is mainly sold to Europe as fresh pre-cooked loins for the canning
industry, refer to this CBI study.


https://www.msc.org/docs/default-source/default-document-library/for-business/msc-globescan-understanding-consumers-webinar-deck---europe.pdf?sfvrsn=55bdd33f_4
https://www.seafoodexpo.com/global/
https://conxemar.com/en/node/13
https://conxemar.com/en/node/13
https://fisheries.msc.org/en/fisheries/
https://www.cbi.eu/market-information/fish-seafood/frozen-pre-cooked-tuna/market-potential

