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Lands of fabled mystery and adventure, the 
countries bordering the Persian Gulf are rich 
not only in "black gold II (oil) but in fish and 
shellfish, especially shrimp. 

Several Persian Gulf countries are de
veloping fisheries as additional sources of 
income to oil- -with some success. Such 
modern technique s and methods that exist 
generally are found in the shrimp trade. 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Bahrain have had 
the most successful fishery developments 
and, with Iran, ship large quantities of shrimp 
to the U.S. Iran has the longest coastline 
and a large share of the Gulf fishery re
sources within her territorial waters, but she 
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has done little to exploit them . T he Trucia 1 
States and Qatar also have resources tha 
could be developed, but projected plans ha 
not yet been fully realized . Iraq has a ve 
short and unproductive coastline and h 
shown little interest in developing a mari 
fishery. As a whole , however, the Persi 
Gulf has virtually unlimited potential fo r e 
panded fishery production. A conservati 
estimate is that the total yield could be i 
creased at least tenfold. 

Private companies from the U.S. , U.K. , 
Italy, Greece, and Japan have participated in 
the area's shrimp fisheries. The USSR a lso 
fishes in the Gulf. 
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Fig. 1 - Fishing ports in the Persian Gulf. 
~-=~~~~~~~~==~------------------- --------------------------------------------J Mr. Sabock is Foreign Affairs Officer } 
Mr. Gurr is Foreign Affairs Assistant BCF Office of Fore ign Fisheries, Washington, D.C . 20240 . 
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CATCHES INCREASING 

Total fishery landings in the region are 
~ stimate d at 75,000-100, 000 metric tons (live 
t eight), perhaps up to on e-thi rd higher than 

the total cat ch in 1960 ( tabl e 1). Official 
1 tatistic s a re not a vaila ble on individual spe 
c ies; histo r i cal data are fragmentary. The 
catch is fa i r l y evenly divided among Iran, 
I~uwait, Iraq, a nd Saudi Arabia, although it 
js not known what proportion of Saudi Arabia's 
(;atch i s ta ken in the Gulf compared with the 
1 ed Sea a nd Arabia n Sea. Relatively small 
~lmounts a r e landed in Qatar, Bahrain, and the 
T rucial States, a loose -knit group of 7 shiek
doms on southeaste rn coast of Persian Gulf. 

T a ble 1 - Pe rsian Gulf: Total Fish Landings, 1963-67 

1967 1966 1965 1964 196 3 

. . .. (1,000 Metric Tons) •• . . .. 
Iran.!J •.•• . 22 . 4 21.0 NA NA NA 
Sa udi Arabia 21. 6 19.9 18.6 20.2 19. 6 
IraqY •• • . NA 18.3 12. 5 19.2 11. 3 
Kuwa it1J • • • • 13.0 11.0 11.0 10.0 9. 0 
Qatar'}} .•• • • NA NA NA 0.6 0.6 

.!/Include s landings of foreign vessels licensed to fish in Iranian 
waters . 

yoa ta refer to wholesale markets only. 
,}}FAO estimates . 
NA - Data not available 
Source: FAO Yearbook of Fishery Statistics, vol. 24, 1967. 

Although many species of fish and shellfish 
a r e caught, shrimp has attracted worldwide 
ii ttention. Sh rimp landings totaled 17,900 
ne t ric tons (live weight) in 1967 - -66% more 
':han in 1964 ,!/ Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and 
::r an, in tha t order, are the primary produc
~ rs. Despite a large increase in world catch 
:r om 1964 to 1967 , Persian Gulf countries 
1av e increased their share of world total 
:r om 1.8% to 2 . 6% (table 2 ). Industryesti
mates fo r 1968 indicate landings of about 
20,000 tons , with 1969 results running at a 
::omparabl e level. In 1965, catch per vessel 
.peake d a t 260 tons . Since then, the per - ves
,3el catch has declined to less than 160 tons, 
while the number of vessels has increased. 

MANY SPECIES AVAILABLE 

Many speci es of demersal and pel agic fish 
abound in the fertile wa ters. Generally, the 
species are marine coastal types and include 
sea breams, snappers, pomfrets , mackerel, 
ski P j a c k, spadefish, croakers, groupers, 
grunt, threadfin, gizzard shad, shad, yellow
fin, shrimp, and many others. The shrimp is 
gene rally I pink, " with a life cycle of 12 - 14 
months. 
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Table 2 - Shrimp Landings (Live-Weight), 1964-67 

1967 1966 1965 1964 . . . . (1,000 Metric Tons) . . . 
Iran •• ...... 4.1 4.6 - -
Kuwait. · . . 6.0 4.0 4.0 3.8 
Saudi Arabia • · . 7.8 7.1 6.6 7.0 

Total . . · . . 17.9 15.7 10.6 10.8 

World Catch . · .. 690.0 626.0 587.0 590.0 

Percentage of 
World Catch · .. 2.6% 2.5% 1.8% 1.8'" 

Source: FAO Yearbook of Fishery Statistics, vol. 24, 1967. 

PRIMARY FISHING AREA OFF IRAN 

Fish and shrimp are found over a wide 
range, although more surveys are required 
to pinpoint additional commercially exploit
able concentrations. The primary fishing 
area is off Iran. There, the Gulf's deepest 
part exists, and the flow of numerous streams 
into the Gulf results in much food. 

The entire Gulf is rich in marine resources, 
but emphasis is on fishing in nearby, shallow 
coastal waters. This is only because suffici
ent vessels are not available to conduct distant 
fishing operations. Distant-water vessels are 
usually employed in shrimping. 

La r g e concentrations of tuna, Spanish 
mackerel, sardines, and others, occur during 
September-March in the southern area from 
the Straits of Hormuz to Qatar. An influx of 
colder, less saline, more fertile water from 
the Gulf of Oman into the Persian Gulf carries 
with it large numbers of these fish. The pri
mary fishery in this area occurs between Ras
Shatam and Ras-al-Khaima. It is there that 
the deepest part of the Persian Gulf is close 
to the Trucial States. During the remainder 
of the year, fishing is conducted for shallow
water or bottomfishes for local markets. 

Good catches are also made in the north
ern end, near Shatt al Arab, where the waters 
are en ric h e d by the Tigris, Karun, and 
Euphrates rivers. The fishing grounds off 
Bushire and the island of Jazireh-Ye-Hormuz 
are among the best. 
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Much of Sa udi A r abia's and Kuwait's shrimp 
catch i s taken nea r the coast of Iran. The 
Trucial States are not near the m ajor shrimp 
fishing grounds . Fair quantitie s are har
vested in Bahrain 's coastal wate rs. The spe
cie s Penaeus s emisulcatus is found in the 
Gulf's northern part down to Qatar. Penaeus 
me r guensis are centered on the Gulf 's e aste rn 
shore , generally near Iran's Bandar IAbbas 
r egion. 

F ISHING SEASONS VARY 

Large - scale fishing is conducted thr ough 
out the Gulf from September through June . 
September-May is the main shrimp season. 
From September - March, mackerel, sardines, 
tuna, sailfish, kingfish, and marlin are r ead 
ily available ; apeakis reached in November 
J anuary . Pelagic fishing is at a low e bb 
during the hot summer. Fishing then is bas ed 
on shallow -water and bottomfishe s , such as 
roc k c od, seabream, snapper, grunts , and 
horse mackerel. 

FISHING VESSELS: 
CANOES TO MOTHERSHIPS 

Standard fishing vessels are small row
boats , canoes, and sailboats. Although no 
exact data are available, it is r easonable to 
assume that the s e number in the thousands . 
Despit e the h e at, most vessels do not carry 
ice . 
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About 200 modern shrimp trawlers, with 
6 large motherships, work the Gulf. Shrimp 
trawlers have been built or ordered fro m 
Norway, Pakistan, W. Germany, France, 
Mexico, USSR, and the U.S. Most are aboqt 
55 1-62' length overall (l.o.a.) of many ton
nages; the average likely is about 150 GRT . 
The motherships are as large as 4,000 GRT . 
About half the shrimp trawlers are based i n 
Kuwait as a result of that country's ead ~ 
concern for de veloping a viable shrimp in
dustry. Iran has not de vel 0 p e d a large 
m otorized fleet despite its long coast (80 0 
miles) or nearness to the richest Gulf fish
ing area. 

The same types of nat i v e vessels are 
common throughout the Gulf, although the 
names vary . I r anian names are used in this 
arti cle . The smalle st are the huris, dugout 
cano es 19 to 22 fe et long with 1 to 3 fisher
men. Th ey are us e d to tend traps and to fish 
with hand line s. Nex t in size are the small 
sailing boolams (2 9 -32 ft.) with removable 
coverings made of palm -leaf ribs. Thes e 
carry 6 or 7 m e n and are used to set drift 
and seine ne ts for smaller fish. The shah
res t an- e minabboats arelarge r(up to 49 ft. ) 
and have r emovable decks of wooden boards . 
They carry 12 to 30 m en and are used to fis h 
for tuna and sardines with drift gill nets. 
Largest native boats are the chah bahar , 
broa d -beame d, 32-9 6-foot sailboats. They 
carry 12 -15 men and are used in gill-n€"t 

Fig. 2 - Saudi Arabian trawl er. 



fishing for tuna and kingfish. Except for the 
small huris, most boats are well constructed 
and seaworthy. The larger ones are suitable 
for mechanization. 

MANY FISHING PORTS 

Numerous fishing ports exist but none is 
well developed. Lack of fresh water and ice
making facilities and inadequate storage and 
distribution facilities are several principal 
deficiencies. In many instances, fish are 
1 anded at protected areas along beaches. 

Primary Persian Gulf ports in Iran include 
lSushire, Abadan, K h 0 r ram s h a h r, Dayar, 

andar-e Lengheh, Kong, and Bandar 'Abbas.Y 
lBandar 'Abbas, where Persian Gulf and Gulf 
of Oman meet, is probably the most modern 
Iranian port. Located near the important 
shrimp, tuna, and sardine fishing grounds, it 
is developing quickly. Some 50 vessels are 
berthed at this port. The only fish -proc
essing plant in Iran is the Southern Fisheries 
Co. canning plant in Bandar 'Abbas. There 
is a highway link to interior cities. 

Kong is Iran's only boatbuilding yard. Most 
vessels constructed there are about 30' l.o.a., 
with small engines, however, vessels up to 200 
GRT have been built. 

Abadan and Khorramshahr are on the Karun 
River, about 100 km. inland from the Gulf. 
Both have good harbo rs and rail and highway 
access to other areas. A large cold -storage 
~acility (capacity 160-180 tons) is located in 
Khorramshahr. Shrimp vessels are pro
visioned from it by small coastal freighters. 

Bushire (or Bushehre) is an important 
shrimp and finfish port; 90 vessels fish out 
::>f it. Large landings support the 3 local ice

aking plants. Only about a dozen vessels 
operate fro_m Dayar, a small port with few 
facilities. Bandar-e Lengheh has declined in 
importance and its facilities are inadequate. 

ver 200 vessels fish tuna and sardines from 
J ask, a major port on the Gulf of Oman. 

Iran has a very short coastline and very 
few port facilities. Except for the river 
towns of Al Faw and Umm Qasr in the Shatt 
al Arab region, beaches are the only places 
for landing fish. 

The city of Kuwait is the largest and most 
highly developed port on the Persian Gulf. It 
handles more fishing commerce than any 
coastal city in the other countries. 
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Damman and Manifa are the chief fishing 
bases along the coast of Saudi Arabia IS East
ern Province. The shrimp processing and 
freezing installations there are expanding 
rapidly with commercial success. The poor 
handling facilities of the port of Damman has 
hindered the industry somewhat, but efforts 
are underway to improve the situation. 

Encouraged by the Saudi shrimping suc
cess, the shiekdoms of Bahrain and Qatar 
are also developing commercial shrimping 
industries. Foreign capital has been invested 
in developing modern fleets and processing 
facilities on the island of Bahrain and on the 
Qatar peninsula. 

Commercial facilities along the 300-mile 
Trucial coastline, from Qatar to the Straits 
of Hormuz, remain rather primitive. The 
vessels are similar to native craft used along 
the corresponding Iranian coast. Most fish 
are used locally, but some are dried for ex
port to Ceylon and Singapore. 

FISHING METHODS MOSTLY PRIMITIVE 

Gulf fishermen us e a wide variety of fish
ing gear. Modern trawlers, introduced only 
recently, were first used ext ens i vel y by 
Kuwait. Saudi Arabia and Bahrain followed 
with imported mechanized vessels. However, 
the most prevalent methods are still primi
tive. Fish traps, shore seines, drift nets, 
gill nets, cas t nets, and hand lines are com
mon. Dynamiting and poisoning are also used. 

Shore seines, drift nets, and gill nets are 
used along the beaches for catching sardines 
and herringlike fishes. These nets are fairly 
large, frequently up to 320 meters long. 

Cast nets and handlines are used by indi
vidual fishermen for many varieties of fish, 
but yields are smaller than the others. 

Occasionally, fishermen use a "fish poison" 
of toxic lilac -tree seeds pounded up with dead 
crabs and small fish. This is spread over 
shallow water when the tide is bringing in 
fish. After eating this mixture, the fish come 
near the surface and go into spasms. The 
fishermen then go into the water and catch 
them by hand. Actually, this is not a destruc
tive practice because the drugls effects do not 
last long. 

YAndersskog, Bjorn. 'Report to the Government of Iran on the Southern Co.', FAO, Rome, 1968. 
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Fig. 3 - Hauling the nets . 

Fig. 4 - Man a t winch guides net onto deck. Fig. 5 - Emptying the net. 



Fig. 6 - Homeward bound fisherman mending nets. 
(Photos: Ali Khalifa) 

PROCESSING & MARKETING PROBLEMS 

Processing and marketing techniques in 
Persian Gulf countries are modern only for 
the shrimp export industry. Fishery develop
ment plans all have as important objectives 
the modernization of processing facilities 
(i.e., ice production, cold-storage facilities) 
and better marketing methods. At present, 
however, marketing and pro c e s sin g are 
pr imitive, equipment old, and hygienic con
d itions suspect. 

Fish is not an important item in the diet 
I)f Persian Gulf countries. Fresh fish and 
d ried fish are popular forms for domestic 
~onsumption; fish is an important food only 
n coastal areas. Frozenfish are not an im
)ortant market form. Some fish are smoked 
)r salted for marketing. 

Relatively little fish canning, if any, is 
jone in any Persian Gulf Country except Iran. 
r here, the plant at Bandar 'Abbas operated by 
the Southern Fisheries Co. cans tuna and 
sardines for domestic use and export to near
)y countries. Its output has reached 33 tons 
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a day. It has a 180-ton cold-storage area 
and plans to expand this. The plant closes 
from June through August because of extreme 
heat. 

The most modern processing and distribu
tion t e c h n i que s and facilities are in the 
shrimp business, oriented primarily towards 
the U.S. Most of the processing- -grading, 
c I e ani n g, freezing. and packing- -is done 
on board factory ships in the Kuwaiti and 
Iranian fisheries. Shrimp are not deveined 
until processed in the U.S. Sanitation meth
ods and quality are reported to be equal to 
U.S. standards. In both countries. however. 
shore -based plants and cold-storage facilities 
are in operation. In Saudi Arabia. most 
processing is done at Manifa and Damman. 
However. there is a factoryship operation with 
packing. freezing. and storage. 

FOREIGN TRADE SMALL 

Foreign trade in fishery products. including 
imports and exports. is not significant. The 
notable exception is shrimp exports to the 
U.S. These have increased from 1.4 million 
lbs. in 1960 to 19.2 million lbs. in 1968 
(table 3). Shrimp exports were 10% of total 
U.S. shrimp imports in 1968 and worth US$14.4 
million. This area ranks only behind Mexico 
and India a s leading supplier of shrimp to the 
U.S. Japan also is becoming an important 
market. 

Kuwait is the area IS main U.S. supplier. 
She increased shipments from only 146,000 
pounds in 1960 to almost 9 million pounds in 
1968. Saudi Arabian exports to the U.S. in
creased from 77.000 pounds to 3.7 million 
during the same period. Shrimp exports from 
Bahrain, which began with a modest 51,000 
pounds in 1962. totaled 4.4 million pounds in 
1968. Iranian shrimp exports have been er
ratic. These varied between 87,000 lbs. in 
1963 and 9.1 million pounds in 1966- -but fell 
to 2 million pounds in 1968. 

Table 3 - U.S. Shrimp Imports from Persian Gulf Countries, 1960-64 Average, 1965-69 

1960-64 1965 1966 196 1 1969 
Country Qty. Value Qty . Value Value Qty. Value Qty. Value Oan . -Aug.) 

1,000 US$ 1,000 US$ 1,000 US$ 1,000 US$ 1,000 US$ 1,000 US$ 
Lbs. 1,000 Lbs. 1,000 Lbs. 1,000 Lbs. 1,000 Lbs. 1,000 Lbs. 1,000 

Iran ••••• 934 496 6,800 4,400 9,106 7,371 1,674 1,212 2,016 1,680 1,603 1, S97 
Kuwait 1,968 1,330 5,818 3,829 5,744 4,203 8,053 6,229 8,960 6,653 1,660 7,74 
Saudi Arabia 121 60 1,201 677 1,622 1,026 2,427 1,347 3,709 2,320 1,444 1,16 
Bahrain • • •••• 10 8 126 98 1,640 709 4,430 3,684 96 9 
Arabian Peninsula. 7 2 61 30 12 8 68 45 973 1,00 

Total •••••• 3,040 1,896 13,880 8,936 16,610 12,706 13,794 9,497 19,183 14,382 5,776 5,61 
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SHALLOW & WARM PERSIA GULF 

TheP rsianGulfis anarea of about70,OOO 
square s a miles with n COGS tlin of 1, 740 
sea miles. The coastlin S of bordering oun
tries are: Iran, 720 miles (2GO of them on 
Gulf of Oman); Iran, :30 mil s; I uwnit, 80; 
neutral territory, 40; 'audi rabin, 2..J0; and 
Trucial Oman, 630. 

The Persian Gulf is n shallow, warm, salt
water body. Its average depth is about 35 
meters. Near Shatt al Arab, at th north rn 
end, the water is extrem >ly shallow and Ul I' 

are extensive tidal flats. Th r alsu are mud 
flats east and west of Al Qatar, north and WI st 
of Qeshm Island, and at the north ">1'n nd of 
the Straits of Hormuz. The lulf 1s channel, 
ranging in depth from 40-50 fathoms, i along 
the Iranian coast. The bottom ther , and in 
the delta of Shatt el Arab, is soft mud and 
clay. Along coastal regions, sand, oral, 
shell, and gravel interspersed with num rous 
coral reefs makE" up the bottom sedim nts. 
Coral reefs are especially numerous along 
the shallow southern coast. 

W EA 1'1 [1~ [~ WIl. J)S J[O'1' 

trong windS and hut t 'mp 'raturf>8 
act dzp. th> w ttl I Y' . During wint ·r, 
arl, W'll! rally light ex, pl fur lin xp 'cte 
squalls . 'qualls b )m mor_ 1'1 qu nl i 

far hand pril whl n south and southw str r1 
winds ()m' in. 1'rom g 'ntl hr z sarI 
in th' d~ y, til winds fr sh _n m th afternoon 
It IS hot 111 .Iun and .July, with winds variabl 
from Wf'St alld southw st . SW( 11 caus d b 
south rly monsoon c ming from ..Iulf of Oma 
can I' sull 111 turbul nt s as that mak fish 
ing dufi ull v n In calm w ath r . Lat r i 
tll Y aI', strong s uth ast rly winds arriv >, 
< nel th s support thl monsoon well . Th 
w ath r calm aft r mid- ugust with light 
br z. S lfl aft rnoon. From mld-Sept mb'r, 
\\ 'alh r lars, lIlds llght, and th 
oulh Ily mon oon s\\ 11 d 

In th summ r, land temp ratur s are 
consist ntlyov r1000 F., wat rt mperature 
va ri from 00 F. - 1000 I·'. These conditions 
aff ct fishing in many !Jay . Th technique 
used to catch and tor th fish, and he 
machiner) aboard v ssels, must b ad quate 
to cop with xtrem ly high temperatures . 

Note: Information sources for thIS article mc.lude rc~ rlS {rom U.S. Emb I s and consulates, ruel ID trade )ournalJ, FAO reports, 
and other sources. A 49-entry bibliography IS .lvailable on request {rom Offl .. e of Forelgn FW! nes . 

In some areas of the world, overfishing is already a problem for some sp cies . toc'S 
have been depleted in heavily fished areas such as th continental shelves of Europe, par 
ticularly the North Sea. Cessation of fishing during two World Wars proved that a decrease 
in fishing could result in an increase in the number of large specimens . 

The U.S, Bureau of Commercial Fisheries has listed the following species as being 
seriously depleted: Pacific sardine, Atlantic salmon, Atlantic sturgeon, blue whale, fi n 
whale, Atlantic shad, sperm whale, humpback whale, oyster, and sea otter . Depletion of 
these species is not caused entirely by overfishing; disease, predators, and water pollution 
all take their toll. 

When the catch of a species reaches the point where the reproductive capacity i s unable 
to compensate for the losses sustained, the species is headed for extinction. However, be
fore this point is reached, operation of fisheries becomes uneconomical, and fi s hi ng of m any 
species to extinction is thus prevented . 

There is little agreement among fisheries experts on how much the world's fisheries 
could be increased. Estimates of the percentage of potential yield have varied from 1 per
cent to 75 percent . Undoubtedly the fish catch could be incr e ase d thr ou gh exploitation of 
areas in the Southern Hemisphere and throu gh fi shing for species Dot now widely used for 
food . ("Questions About The Oceans, II U.S. Naval Oceanographic Offic e .) 


