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The emirate’s rapidly growing population and expanding tourism 
sector are increasing the demand for seafood.

Over-capacity in the fishing fleet, coastal development, cumulative 
desalination activities and pollution, as well as climate change, 
cause pressure on the emirate’s fisheries.

This decline in the state of Abu Dhabi Emirate’s fisheries causes 
social, economic and environmental impacts. Fisheries' contribution 
to future food security is jeopardised, as is the opportunity for 
employment in the sector. There is also a loss of recreational value 
and tourism opportunities. A reduction in ecosystem function may 
have far-reaching effects on Abu Dhabi Emirate’s maritime domain.

A comprehensive UAE-wide fisheries change management 
programme is being undertaken. Known as the UAE Sustainable 
Fisheries Programme, this is being implemented to ensure the 
continuity of Emirati fishing traditions, targeting a sustainably-utilised 
fishery by 2030.

Abu Dhabi Emirate’s principal fisheries resources have experienced 
severe over-exploitation as a result of these pressures. There  
has been an estimated 90 % decline in abundance of commercially 
exploited demersal species over the past 30 years.
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Fisheries – An Integral Part of the  
UAE’s Heritage
The waters of the Arabian Gulf, its islands, coastlines 
and fisheries, are of fundamental importance to the 
people of Abu Dhabi Emirate, the UAE and the region.
Historically, the emirate’s fishery resources sustained 
the population. Fishing and harvesting marine 
resources were integral to their survival, with the sea 
linking Abu Dhabi Emirate to the Arabian Gulf region 
and the rest of the world. Whether on the coast 
or inland, all life in the emirate and wider UAE was 
fundamentally connected to fishery resources and the 
maritime domain.

Abu Dhabi Emirate – An Important UAE and 
Global Fisheries Stakeholder
Abu Dhabi Emirate is an important fisheries 
stakeholder in the UAE, with 72 % of the UAE’s Arabian 
Gulf marine area falling within the emirate’s waters. 
Changes in the abundance of demersal fish species  
in Abu Dhabi Emirate’s waters are a very good indicator 
of the overall state of the UAE’s Arabian Gulf fishery. 
For migratory species, such as the pelagic Kingfish 
(Scomberomorus commerson), the UAE is an important 
regional fisheries stakeholder.

On a global level, the resilience of Abu Dhabi Emirate’s 
fisheries in extreme fluctuations in seawater 
temperature, in addition to anthropogenic pressures, 
provides a good ongoing case study for fishery 
resilience and management adaption in the context  
of climate change (see Chaper 8 – Climate Change).
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Abu Dhabi Emirate: Fish catch by Vessel type and Landing site
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Socio-Economic Overview
Fishing Distribution – East and West
In geographic terms, fishing in Abu Dhabi Emirate 
occurs in two distinct regions within the emirate’s 
46,000 km2 maritime area: the Western Zone and 
the Eastern Zone (see Map 9.1). The Western Zone is 
defined as the coastal zone from Al Mirfa to the border 
with Saudi Arabia and Qatar. It includes Al Mirfa, Delma 
and Sila Commercial Landing Areas. The Eastern Zone 
is defined from Al Mirfa to the border with Dubai. It 
includes Al Bateen, Al Saadiyat, Al Sadar and Free Port 
Commercial Landing Areas [1]. In addition, there are 40 
recreational fishing landing sites across the emirate.

Fishing Methods – an Artisanal Fishery
The UAE fisheries sector, comprising both commercial 
and recreational subsectors, has maintained its 
traditional links and is artisanal in nature. 

A mix of lansh (motored dhows) and tarad (open 
fibreglass motor-powered vessels) operating across 
the emirates use traditional methods including gargoor 
(fish traps) and ghazel (encircling gill nets). The 
traditional al hadhra (fixed fish trap using stakes) is 
used nearshore in Abu Dhabi Emirate, with land-based 

dhagwa (beach seining) confined to the northern and 
eastern emirates (Ras Al Khaimah and Fujairah). Hadaq 
is the traditional hook-and-line method practised 
in the recreational fishing subsector, in addition 
to spearfishing, which is gaining popularity with a 
younger generation of recreational fishers.

UAE Licensed Fishers
According to the Ministry of Climage Change and 
Environment (MOCCAE), there are approximately 5,115 
national and 13,288 expatriate commercial fishermen 
in the UAE, operating in 5,985 vessels [2]. Some 16,000 
recreational vessels are registered by the Federal 
Authority for Land and Sea Transport (although it is 
unknown whether this number are used for fishing 
activities), indicating that at UAE level, this sub-sector 
contributes to a large proportion of fishing pressure [3].

Commercial Fishing
In Abu Dhabi Emirate there are 147 licensed and active 
lansh (31% of the Abu Dhabi fleet) and 321 licensed 
and active tarad (69%).

There are 2,818 active commercial fishers in the 
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9.1   State

MAP 9.1  Fish Catch by Vessel Type 
and Landing Site
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emirate, with vessels crewed by 468 Emirati fishers and 
2,350 expatriates. Landed catch from the commercial 
sector is estimated at 70 % of the overall landed catch 
in the emirate, equal to 4,438 tonnes per year [6].

Recreational Fishing
There are 3,164 licensed recreational fishers in  
Abu Dhabi Emirate, including 1,225 Emirati fishers and 
1,939 expatriates. This sub-sector accounts for 55 % 
of all fishing licenses in the emirate, with the amount of 
landed catch from this sector considered to be 30 % of 
the emirate’s total landed catch, equal to 1,331 tonnes 
annually [4].

Economics and Cultural Importance
Economically, the UAE fishing sector comprises only 
0.12 % (AED 1.8 billion) of the country’s GDP. Similarly, 
in Abu Dhabi Emirate the total ex-vessel value of the 
landed catch for the commercial fishery is estimated to 
be less than 0.0077 % of the emirate’s GDP, in the region 
of AED 128.3 million [5].

The gross value added (GVA) from others in the supply 
chain is not known.

The economic contribution of the fisheries sector is 
relatively small in terms of the overall output of Abu 
Dhabi Emirate and that of the UAE. However, this is 
outweighed by the cultural importance and significance 
of the fishery to the UAE population.

UAE Seafood Imports
Currently the UAE imports 70 % of seafood products, 
with the remaining 29 % from local fisheries catch and 
1 % from aquaculture [5].

Fisheries Science
Fisheries Scientific Research Programme
Since its inception in 1996, EAD has been at the 
forefront of scientific research and management of 
the emirate’s and wider UAE’s fisheries in pursuit of 
sustainability. In 2001, EAD began an annual scientific 
stock assessment research programme in recognition 
of the pressures on fisheries. After 15 years, this has 
resulted in the assessment of 28 key commercial 
species, providing the UAE’s Arabian Gulf fishery  
with annual scientific indicators for the state of the 
fish stock.  

Additional detailed information can be found in the 
Annual Fisheries Statistical Report for Abu Dhabi 
Emirate [6] (available for download from the EAD 
website).

Sustainability Indicators
EAD has been monitoring the state of fish stocks 
against two key sustainability indicators. The first 
is the Spawning Biomass per Recruit (SBR) (a proxy 
for adult stock size) of key demersal species when 
compared to a virgin biomass. This includes: Hamour 
(Orange-spotted Grouper – Epinephelus coiodes), 

29 % of seafood  
in the UAE is 

contributed by the 
catch of local fisheries
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Shaari (Spangled Emperor – Lethrinus nebulosus) 
and Farsh (Painted Sweetlips – Diagramma pictum). 
The second is the Sustainable Catch Index, which 
describes the proportion of catches of species that 
are sustainably exploited.

The SBR indicator is derived from population models 
with input parameters relating to population dynamics 
(e.g. growth rate and age at maturity) and fishery 
characteristics (e.g. age at first capture and fishing 
mortality rate). Analysis of the relationships between 
stock sizes and recruitment have produced biological 
reference points against which the SBR is compared 
in order to infer the status of the population (and 
whether it is over-exploited).

A Severely Over-exploited Fishery
By 2015, a more than 90 % decline in the adult 
(reproductive) stock size in Abu Dhabi Emirate had 
been estimated for the three key demersal indicator 
species (Hamour, Shaari and Farsh). For the Hamour, 
the level was the lowest, approximately 4.7 % of the 
average adult stock size. The international sustainable 
fisheries management threshold is 30 %. Below this 
figure, stocks are considered to be over-exploited [5].

The UAE and Abu Dhabi Emirate’s fisheries scenario 
is consistent with the decline in global fisheries 
resources: 90 % of global fish stocks are in decline, of 
which 28.8 % are reported as being over-exploited and 
61.3 % as fully exploited.

The Sustainable Catch Index describes the proportion 
of the total landed catch that is sustainably exploited 
species (those caught above the 30 % threshold). In 
2015, only 7.6 % of fish species caught in Abu Dhabi 
Emirate’s waters had abundance higher than the 30 % 
sustainable threshold.

Over-exploitation
Fourteen species in Abu Dhabi Emirate’s waters are 
currently over-exploited: 11 are caught with gargoor 
(fish traps targeting demersal species) and three are 
caught with ghazel (an encircling net targeting pelagic 
species) [6].

In addition to regionally iconic species such as the 
Hamour, Shaari, Farsh and Kingfish, other over-
exploited species include: Dhil’e (Talang Queenfish 
– S. commersonnianus), Zuraidi (Golden Trevally 
- Gnathanodon speciosus), Jesh Um Al Hala (Orange-
spotted Trevally - Carangoides bajad), Shaari Eshkheli 
(Pink Ear Emperor - Lethrinus lentjan), Yemah (Snub-
nosed Emperor - Lethrinus borbonicus), Qabit (Gold-
lined Seabream - Rhabdosargus sarba), Safi Arabi 
(White-spotted Spinefoot - Siganus canaliculatus), 
Kofar (King Soldier Bream - Argyrops spinifer), Esnenuh 
(Yellow-fin Hind – C. hemistiktos) and Marjaan 
(Mangrove Red Snapper - L. argentimaculatus).

Additional Studies
Additional independent scientific studies corroborate 
that Abu Dhabi Emirate’s fisheries are severely over-
exploited:
 l    In 2002-2003, EAD commissioned a vessel-

based Fisheries Resources Assessment Survey 
of the UAE’s Arabian Gulf waters. At that time, it 
showed that demersal fisheries resources were 
approximately 19 % of their virgin biomass. This 
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Fourteen species 
caught in Abu Dhabi 
Emirate’s waters are 
over-exploited

indicates that the fishery was already over-
exploited 13 years ago [7].

	 l   A 2011 EAD study compared coral reef fish 
abundance within and outside Abu Dhabi 
Emirate’s protected areas. It concluded that coral 
reefs outside of protected areas had less than  
20 % of the abundance of those within these 
areas [8].

 l   Discrete MOCCAE assessments of size and length 
composition data derived from the northern and 
eastern emirates (with the exception of Dubai 
and Fujairah) have indicated that the status of 
key demersal species in other locations within 
the UAE is no different than that determined in 
the Emirate of Abu Dhabi [9].

 l   Two additional surveys, completed for the GCC 
between 1976-79 (UN FAO) and in 2010-11 (KISR), 
investigated the entire Gulf region and included 
relatively few sampling stations in the UAE – 
results from the sampled stations also indicated 
a low abundance of demersal resources [10, 11].

Socio-economic Studies
Additional socio-economic studies support the 
evidence that the emirate’s fisheries are severely 
over-exploited.

In a targeted socio-economic survey of fishers in  
Abu Dhabi Emirate and the wider UAE (2014-2015), 
circa 80 % of the most experienced fishers across the 
emirates agreed that the fishery was severely over-
exploited and had declined significantly. Anecdotes 
included using 'few gargoor' in the past which caught 
'many fish', and the need to use 'too many' gargoor now 
to catch 'few fish'.

The survey indicated that there was motivation among 
fishers for change in the sector. It also confirmed that 
fishers in the commercial sector are ageing (with an 
average age of circa 50). There is a perceived lack of 
interest among the younger generation for a career in 
fishing [12, 13].

Through the completion of the socio-economic survey 
in 2015, and corroboration from science and socio-
economics, there was an irrefutable case for change  
in the fisheries sector in Abu Dhabi Emirate.

Fisheries Resources Assessment Survey 2016
EAD commissioned a UAE Arabian Gulf Fisheries 
Resources Assessment Survey in 2016. This was in 
recognition of the severely over-exploited state of the 
fisheries of Abu Dhabi Emirate and the wider UAE, plus 
the identified need to have an accurate baseline stock 
abundance level in order to estimate the current stock 
status and compare future changes in stock levels. 
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EAD’s survey shows 
that the emirate’s 
fishing workforce 
is ageing, with an 
average age of  
circa 50
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Increasing Demands on the Maritime Domain 
and Fisheries Resources
With the rapid increase in the population of Abu Dhabi 
Emirate over the past two decades (see Chapter 2 
– Driving Forces of Environmental Change), and the 
resulting increased demand for seafood and other uses 
of the maritime domain, the UAE’s fisheries have come 
under increasing pressure.

Consistent with global trends, pressures on Abu Dhabi 
Emirate’s fisheries have included:
 l   Increased demand for fish due to a rapidly growing 

population and tourism industry.
 l    Loss and degradation of key habitats and marine 

water quality, due to coastal development, 
cumulative desalination activities, pollution and 
climate change [14] (see Chapter 6 – Marine Water 
Quality and Chapter 8 – Climate Change for details).

9.2  Drivers & Pressures

 l   Three separate climate change models have 
predicted that by 2090, there will likely be an 
additional decline in fish catch of up to 26 % due to 
climate change [15].

 l   Ocean acidification due to climate change, which 
affects the reproductive processes and survival of 
juvenile fish.

 l   Loss of mangroves and seagrass to coastal 
development, severely impacting fisheries 
resources due to a loss of nursery function.

 l   Increases in temperature, which may also affect 
fish directly in terms of their physiology.

 l   Illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing such 
as: the use of illegal fishing gear, catching of 
prohibited species or violation of size limits, 
and unreported and significant catch by the 
recreational fishing sector.

Fishing Pressure
EAD studies indicate that one of the key pressures 
on Abu Dhabi Emirate’s fisheries is the overcapacity 
of the commercial and recreational fishing sectors. 
In the wider UAE, the number of fishing vessels has 
increased from 1,065 in 1976 to 5,985 in 2015.

The most landed demersal species, Hamour,  
Shaari and Farsh, are being over-exploited by an 
estimated five times the sustainable limit, while the 
pelagic Kingfish is being over-exploited by up to three 
times its sustainable limit [5].

Additional pressure on fisheries comes from the 
ongoing loss of fish-associated coastal habitats, 
such as coral reefs, mangroves and sabkhas that are 
important for supporting fish (whether as energy 
and food or as habitat, for either juveniles or adults 
or both). These habitats are being lost and degraded 
by coastal development as well as climate-related 
pressures [16, 17]. Although data is scant, information 
from the UAE (and surrounding nations) suggests that 
impacts from ecosystem loss on fish populations are 
already occurring.

Sustainable catch 
targets have been set 
in the UAE Sustainable 
Fisheries Programme
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The fishing industry is 
at the heart of Emirati 
culture, and its decline 
impacts society, the 
economy and the 
environment

Impacts
The impacts of a severely over-exploited fishery in  
Abu Dhabi Emirate are social, environmental and 
economic. Fishing and resourcefulness in the maritime 
domain is at the heart of Emirati culture. The current 
state of the fisheries presents a major challenge to 
the UAE, in ensuring that this resource upon which 
the country has depended for its survival, remains for 
future generations.
 
Other social and economic impacts include: 
jeopardising fisheries' contribution to future food 
security; lost opportunities for employment in the 
fishing sector; and lost recreational value and tourism 
opportunities.

Environmental impacts include a reduction in 
ecosystem function, which may have far-reaching 
effects on Abu Dhabi Emirate’s maritime domain.

9.3  Impacts

FISHERIES
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Pursuing International Best Practice in 
Fisheries Management
In response to the state of the fisheries, an 
internationally benchmarked suite of management 
measures has been implemented in Abu Dhabi Emirate. 
This has been informed by comprehensive fisheries 
resources assessments and scientific studies 
completed by EAD and others over the past  
15 years.

EAD has:
 l    Introduced a licensing system for commercial 

and recreational fisheries and implemented 
a commercial fishing effort cap to prevent 
expansion and over-exploitation of the fishery 
(2002) [18].

 l   Established a representative network of Marine 
Protected Areas with no-take zones where 
fishing is prohibited (ongoing since 2004) [19].

 l   Regulated gear use, including limitations on 
the number and design of fishing gear used, 
specifically:

  �   Gargoor have been limited to 125 traps per 
lansh and banned on tarad since 2003 [20].

  �   An escape panel was made mandatory on 
gargoors to prevent ‘ghost fishing’ and the 
catch of juveniles (2003) [21].

 l   Unsustainable fishing techniques have been 
banned, including trawling (1980), drift netting 
and the use of monofilament in nets (1999) [22].

 l   Implemented seasonal bans to protect fish during 
their reproductive cycles (e.g. Kingfish and Badah 
(Long-tailed Silver Biddy – Gerre longirostris)) 
[23].

 l   Declared minimum size limits for key species (in 
conjunction with federal partners) (2015) [24].

Al hadhra locations were designated and information 
management systems supporting gargoor exchange 
were developed.

Enforcement was strengthened in Marine Protected 
Areas through the use of modern technology, with 
the development, in 2015, of a marine violations 
management and reporting smartphone application 
for rangers to use in the field. Alongside enforcement 
partners, the Critical Infrastructure and Coastal 
Protection Authority (CICPA), EAD continues to engage 
regularly with the industry and share knowledge 
on environmental concerns to aid in the effective 
enforcement of fisheries regulations.

In addition, since 2005, fishers in the emirate have 
been involved in the management of fisheries  
through the Fishing Organising Committee, with  
co-management established within traditional buhoor 
(family customary tenure) areas [25].

Abu Dhabi Fisheries Sector Review
Despite striving to achieve best practice in fisheries 
management, the Emirate of Abu Dhabi’s fisheries 
continued to decline. In recognition of this, EAD 
completed an Abu Dhabi Fisheries Sector Review in 
2014. One of the review’s key recommendations was to 
pursue fisheries management at a federal and regional 
level, acknowledging that, for the Arabian Gulf fishery, 
a federal approach in a continuous body of water 
shared by other resource users was fundamental to 
achieving a sustainable fishery.

UAE Sustainable Fisheries Programme
In 2015, EAD and strategic partner MOCCAE joined 
forces to establish the strategic UAE Sustainable 
Fisheries Programme (UAESFP) (2015-2018). This 
comprehensive four-year plan featured a vision of 
‘Sustainable Fisheries for the United Arab Emirates’ 
and the desired outcome of an environmentally 
sustainable, economically viable, socially responsible 
fishing sector [26].

The programme is a strategic priority and incorporates 
international (Aichi) and national targets: the 

9.4  Responses
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environmental target is for 70 % of fisheries resources 
to be sustainably harvested above the 30 % 
Sustainable Catch Index threshold by 2021 [27].
The nine-project programme includes specific 
projects on: Fisheries Science; Fisheries Resources 
Assessment; Fisheries Socio-economics; 
Traditional Fishing Knowledge; Monitoring, Control 
and Enforcement; Stakeholder Engagement; Law 
and Policy; Fisheries Management Planning; and 
Information Management.

In 2015, one of the programme’s first steps was to 
complete a UAE Fisheries Sector review which gathered 
all relevant scientific, legal, governance, enforcement 
and socio-economic data for the UAE fishery.

This information identified where improvements could 
be made within the fisheries sector, which were to be 
prioritised through the UAESFP. 

In addition to the sector review, the key 2015 UAESFP 
strategy outcomes were: the development of a 
National Fisheries Research and Monitoring Plan; 
planning for a comprehensive Fisheries Resources 
Assessment Survey of the UAE, which commenced 
in 2016; completing a UAE-wide socio-economic 
and traditional fishing knowledge survey; assessing 
monitoring control and surveillance needs; the 
development of proposed legislation to manage 
the recreational fishery; and assessment of future 
management options for the UAE commercial fishery.

The launch of the 
UAE Sustainable 

Fisheries Programme, 
which aims to create 
a sustainable, viable 

fishing sector

Ongoing research 
and monitoring 

programmes inform 
the fisheries strategy
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In Abu Dhabi Emirate and the wider UAE, the fishery 
is at a critical ecological tipping point. The ecosystem 
cannot sustain 2015 levels of fishing pressure (which 
was recorded at five times more than the sustainable 
level), in addition to other anthropogenic and climate 
change pressures (which are predicted to decrease 
catches by 26 % by 2090). Already, key demersal 
species are within the severely over-exploited 
category.

Following the launch of the UAESFP in 2015, there  
is an opportunity to reverse this decline and put  
Abu Dhabi Emirate’s fisheries on the path to recovery 
and sustainable utilisation.

Changing Course
Expert opinion indicates that the fisheries will 
either collapse or recover, depending on decisions 
regarding fisheries management measures yet to be 
implemented.

In an un-fished scenario, it will take a species an entire 
life cycle before recovery occurs. Therefore, changes 
in fish populations, whether positive or negative, are 
often realised after decades.

Three possible future scenarios for Abu Dhabi 
Emirate’s fisheries (which are dependent on three 
different management responses) are outlined below:

Scenario 1: Maintaining the status quo. 
Retaining existing levels of fishing pressure (at five 
times the sustainable limit), in addition to other 
pressures, will likely result in further declines in the 
status of the fishery within the next five years and 
likely eventual collapse, with corresponding adverse 
social and economic effects.

Scenario 2: Implementing some fisheries 
management measures but not enough to reduce 
fishing pressure to a sustainable exploitation rate.
Implementing a Fisheries Management Plan which 
does not reduce fishing pressure by the equivalent 
2015 level of over-exploitation (i.e. reducing fishing 
pressure by five times, which is the current over-
exploitation rate), will likely result in the continuation 
of a severely over-exploited fishery with declines 
in status over a longer period (10 years) and likely 
eventual collapse, with corresponding adverse social 
and economic effects.

Scenario 3: Implementing a Fisheries Management 
Plan with a clear fisheries pressure reduction target 
equivalent to the current level of over-exploitation 
(which, according to 2015 figures is five times what 
is sustainable).
Reducing fishing pressure (using a range of fisheries 
management tools) by at least the amount the 
fishery is over-exploited will likely result in the fishery 
recovering, and the achievement of a sustainable 
fishery by the year 2030.
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9.5  Outlook

Populations of the 
iconic Hamour are 
at just 4.7 % of 
the species’ virgin 
biomass
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