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METHODS
The reliability of respondents was based on their answers to control questions with known answers. Initially these were confined to such matters as species and uses, but gradually became more comprehensive, covering the fishery, seasonality and trade routes, as consistent answers across interviews allowed us to develop an understanding of these topics.
Bias underestimate
Brief trade surveys suggested that Hong Kong absorbed 7–10 tonnes of dried seahorses in 1993–1995, with most coming from Thailand and the Philippines. The first official Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department figures (for 1998) showed import volumes of about 13.4 tonnes in even the initial year of reporting, with virtually all coming from Thailand and the Philippines.
 
RESULTS
Dried seahorse trade calculations
Mexico
Fishers at the five principal shrimp trawl ports on Mexico’s Atlantic coast consistently reported that seahorse catch rates increased from the northern Gulf of Mexico to the Yucatan Peninsula: reported mean monthly catch rates per boat were 5.6 in Tamaulipas (TM) and Veracruz (VZ) States (TM + VZ, n = 8 fishers), 15.9 in Campeche State (CM, n = 16 fishers) and 64.5 in the Yucatan Peninsula (YP, n = 13 fishers) (Fig. 1).  We combined the reported mean catch rates with the size of the fleets and length of the fishing season in these areas (TM + VZ: 218 boats × 9–10 months; CM: 218 boats × 8–9 months; YP: 25 boats × 9–10 months) and estimated that a total of 125–140 kg dried seahorses may have been caught each year on this coast (53 000–60 000 seahorses, average weight 2.35 g per dried seahorse). 
On Mexico’s Pacific coast, monthly catch estimates by fishers at the three major ports varied considerably from 0–375 (mean = 45 ± 14 SE; n = 17), but without any clear spatial or temporal pattern. On average, this fleet may have caught 835–1590 kg yr-1 dried seahorses (919 operational boats × 7-month fishing season × 31–59 seahorses month-1 boat-1 (mean ± SE) = 199 000–380 000 seahorses, average weight 4.18 g per seahorse). 
Very few seahorses from artisanal fisheries entered Mexico’s seahorse trade. The artisanal fishers we surveyed along the Pacific coast used beach seines or gill nets and said either that they very rarely caught seahorses (n = 5) or did not catch them at all (n = 10).
Traders in Mexico required permits to export seahorses and the Mexico government maintained records both of the permits issued and declared seahorse exports. The government issued three successive permits to export just over 7000 kg of dried seahorses, because the first two expired before the seahorses were exported. .
Honduras
The catch estimate for Roatán’s entire shrimp trawl fleet of 540–900 kg yr-1 was based on the calculation: 130 boats × 7-months fishing season × 0.59–1 kg month-1.
Ecuador
In mainland Ecuador, seahorses were primarily caught incidentally in the shrimp trawl fishery. Fishers in Guayaquil and Manta estimated typical monthly catches of only 15–30 seahorses. However, three fishers reported that at certain times and/or in certain areas it was possible to catch between 20 and 100 seahorses during a four-hour trawl. At a minimum, the Ecuadorian shrimp trawl fleet may have caught 113–271 kg yr-1 dried seahorses (200 boats × 10–12 month fishing season × 15–30 seahorses month-1 × 3.76 g seahorse-1).
 
Discrepancies between formal trade records from different sources
Ecuador
Although seahorse catches (and bycatch) were unregulated in Ecuador, exports required permits.  Three different agencies kept records on this trade, namely the Ecuador Central Bank (1994–1999), Ecuador Fishery Statistics Department of the Directorate General of Fisheries (1994–1999) and Empresa de Manifiestos (1991–2000). These  records listed five exporters based in Guayaquil and Manta as having exported dried seahorses to Hong Kong, Miami and New York from 1994–1997, totalling more than a hundred kilograms each year (Fig. 3; Table 4). These records seem reasonable compared to our annual seahorse bycatch estimate for Ecuador’s shrimp trawl fleet. For the years 1995 and 1996, the agencies’ figures (385 kg in 1995 and 286 kg in 1996) were also similar to the figures that the Ecuadorian government later reported to the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) Animals Committee (300 kg each year; CITES 2002). In 1997, however, the agencies recorded exports of dried seahorses of 143 kg (which is in agreement with our bycatch estimate) as compared to the figure of 2.1 tonnes reported by the Ecuadorian government to CITES (CITES 2002). Either agency record-keeping and bycatch estimates were flawed or the report to CITES included seahorses that originated elsewhere and were simply re-exported from Ecuador. All of these official records ended while the seahorse trade persisted: fishers in Guayaquil and Manta noted that Ecuadorian trade in seahorses continued between 1998 and 2000, and Hong Kong’s Customs data documented imports of a few hundred kilograms of dried seahorses from Ecuador in both 2002 and 2003 (Table 4).
Peru
Peruvian Customs data for 1998–2000 noted exports to Hong Kong by five businesses, and to Calgary and Montreal (Canada) by three other businesses (Peruvian Customs, unpublished data 1998–2000; Table 4). However, Customs data from Hong Kong for the same period differed from the Peruvian data, with higher amounts reported by Hong Kong in 1998 and 2000 (Table 4). We assumed that the actual amount traded was the largest amount reported each year, such that exports from Peru during this time totalled a hundred kilograms or more annually (Fig. 3). 
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