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Modern technologies and alternative energy sources have 

allowed the expansion of aquaculture in deserts and arid 

regions over the last decade. The current status of desert 

aquaculture, developmental constraints and opportunities, 

were discussed at the FAO technical workshop held in 

Hermosillo, Mexico, in July 2010. The organization of this 

workshop resulted from the growing interest of numerous 

countries with vast desert areas to develop this food 

production sector and the desire to make better use of the 

limited water resources available in these harsh environments. 

This publication presents the recent experiences of desert and 

arid land aquaculture in seven countries and regions across the 

globe (Australia, Egypt, Israel, Mexico, Southern Africa, the 

United States of America, and Central Asia) describing the 

achievements of a number of farming operations, and the 

potential of using geothermal, surface and underground fresh 

and brackish waters. Furthermore, the global overview on 

desert aquaculture illustrates, with the use of maps and tables, 

those countries with vast extensions of arid territories that 

have the potential of further develop this industry. The 

document also provides recommendations on how to promote 

and expand this aquaculture subsector. Limited water supply 

remains the single largest developmental constraint, however, 

where the resource is available, the development of integrated 

aqua-agriculture systems may provide economic output 

opportunities from such resource-limited regions. 
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Cover photo: Harvesting of Nile tilapia (Oreochromis niloticus) in a  
small-scale desert fish pond in Ouargla District, Algeria (courtesy of 
Valerio Crespi).
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Preparation of this document

This document contains the proceedings of the technical workshop entitled “Aquaculture 
in desert and arid lands: development constraints and opportunities” held from 6 to 9 
July 2010, in Hermosillo, Mexico, and organized by the Fisheries and Aquaculture 
Department of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
and the Centro de Investigacíon en Alimentación y Desarrollo (CIAD).

The workshop was a direct result of the growing interest by FAO Member 
countries with vast desert territories within their national boundaries and the desire 
to make better use of the limited water resources in these areas characterized by harsh 
climatic conditions. The production of additional animal proteins would contribute 
to the dietary needs of rural households, as well as generate additional employment 
opportunities and revenues. This document contains a summary of the workshop, 
including major opportunities and constraints in the development of desert aquaculture 
and a series of follow-up and recommended actions for the sector to grow. It also 
includes a brief global overview on the status and trend of aquaculture development 
in desert and arid lands and seven reviews from different countries and regions of the 
world. These reviews provide interesting information on past and recent experiences, as 
well as ongoing activities on desert aquaculture. The document is written for national 
authorities (e.g. governments, ministries and research institutions) that are interested 
in promoting and supporting the development of desert aquaculture, and it attempts to 
provide a comprehensive review on the main issues specific to this subsector.

This document was prepared under the supervision of Valerio Crespi and Alessandro 
Lovatelli, Aquaculture Officers, Aquaculture Service (FIRA), FAO Fisheries and 
Aquaculture Department.
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Abstract

Aquaculture in desert and arid lands has been growing steadily over the last decade 
thanks to the modern technologies and alternative energy sources that have allowed 
water in these places of extremes to be exploited more effectively and more efficiently, 
using it for both crop irrigation and production of fish.

This publication presents the evolution of desert and arid lands aquaculture in the past 
few decades in seven countries and regions (Australia, Egypt, Israel, Mexico, Southern 
Africa, the United States of America and Central Asia) describing the achievements of a 
number of farming operations, which demonstrate the significant potential for farming 
commercial aquatic organisms using geothermal, fresh and brackish waters. The global 
overview on desert aquaculture development shows, through the use of maps and tables, 
those countries with vast extensions of arid territories that should be better investigated 
for potential aquaculture development.

Limiting factors were extensively discussed during the workshop, and several 
measures were identified and proposed. Desert conditions are characterized by high day 
temperatures, cold winter nights, high solar radiation, scarce precipitation and very low 
relative humidity. The experts reached consensus on the definition of aquaculture in the 
desert and arid lands, which was defined as follows: “Aquaculture activities practised 
in desert and arid lands characterized by low precipitation (<250 mm/year), high solar 
radiation, high rate of evaporation, using subsurface and surface water”.

At the end of the workshop, a series of recommendations were elaborated by the 
experts to assist FAO Member countries wishing to generate a favourable national 
environment to promote sustainable aquaculture development. 

Limited water supply remains the single largest constraint for aquaculture 
development in arid and semi-arid regions; however, where the resource is available, the 
development of integrated aqua-agriculture systems may certainly provide economic 
output opportunities from such resource-limited regions. Such farming systems may 
also enable the production of highly priced fish, vegetables and fruits all year round. 
 
 

Crespi, V.; Lovatelli, A.
Aquaculture in desert and arid lands: development constraints and opportunities. 
FAO Technical Workshop. 6–9 July 2010, Hermosillo, Mexico. 
FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Proceedings No. 20. Rome, FAO. 2011. 202 pp.
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