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MARINE FISHERY RESOURCES OF MYANMAR
Myanmar currently has the 17th largest marine 
fish catches in the world (FAO, 2019), and the  
importance of fisheries to both the economy and 
national food security is undisputable.

The fisheries sector contributes roughly 2 percent 
of Myanmar’s gross domestic product (GDP), 50 
percent of animal protein consumption, 6 percent 
of employment rising to as high as 34 percent 
in some coastal areas, and up to 56 percent of 
state/regional government revenue. There is also 
a large informal economy related to the sector  
underestimating substantially its value (World 
Bank, 2019). The above is a clear indication that 
a large part of the population depends on this 
sector for their livelihoods. 

Total marine catches are uncertain, but 
landings reported to the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
indicate that average marine capture fisheries 
production was around 1.3 million tonnes in 2017 
(FAO, 2018). 

The vision of the Fisheries Department of  
Myanmar is to:

“Ensure a sufficiency of fish supplies not only 
for the present entire national people, but also 

for future generations by ensuring  
sustainable fisheries…” 

SURVEY RESULTS OF THE FISHERY RESOURCES 
AND MARINE ECOSYSTEMS OF MYANMAR
By the Research Vessel Dr Fridtjof Nansen 

Summary of main findings and management advisory
This document summarises the main results of three marine fishery/ecosystem surveys  
conducted in Myanmar’s waters in 2013, 2015 and 2018, with the use of the (R/V) Dr Fridtjof Nansen 
under the EAF-Nansen Programme. It also presents an overview of the main findings from previous 
surveys by contrasting current and past findings.

As part of this commitment, the Department 
of Fisheries of Myanmar has been cooperating 
with the EAF-Nansen Programme, funded 
by the Norwegian Agency for Development  
Cooperation (Norad), and led by FAO in close  
collaboration with the Norwegian Institute of  
Marine Research (IMR), to assess the status of 
marine capture fishery resources in Myanmar’s  
exclusive economic zone (EEZ). 

The Bay of Bengal Large Marine Ecosystem  
Project (BOBLME) has also been a key partner 
for this work in the past. 

https://www.boblme.org/
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ABOUT THE NANSEN SURVEYS
Surveys carried out by the R/V Dr Fridtjof  
Nansen are an integral part of the EAF-Nansen 
Programme which, through different phases 
and objectives, has been running since the  
mid-1970’s.

The first assessments of the state of the  
fishery resources of Myanmar were conducted 
through two survey periods between 1979–1980. 
Results from those surveys were used as a basis 
to estimate a maximum sustainable yield (MSY)  
for the marine fisheries 
of the Myanmar’s EEZ. 

In 2013, 2015 and 2018, 
the R/V Dr Fridtjof 
Nansen returned to 
Myanmar to conduct 
new surveys. These three 
surveys were planned 
and executed in close collaboration with the  
Directorate of Fisheries in Myanmar and  
other partners, such as the BOBLME for the 
2013 survey. Several universities in Myanmar, 
including Mawlamyine, Myeik and Pathein, 
and local non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) have also participated in the survey 
planning and execution. 

The surveys covered pre-monsoon, 
monsoon and post-monsoon seasons, to  
ensure that possible seasonal variations 
could be captured and analyzed. Note that 
the surveys do not cover waters shallower 
than 20 m. The 2018 research survey took 
place over the course of 63 days, involving  
25 Myanmar scientists. 

SURVEY OBJECTIVES
The 1979–1980 surveys aimed at obtaining an estimate of the marine standing stock biomass in Myanmar’s waters, as the  
basis to assess sustainable yields. Environmental work included recording the type of bottom and hydrographic conditions. 

For the 2013 and 2015 surveys, the objectives were expanded to cover/add more comprehensive ecosystem-related data. 
These included:

• distribution, abundance, and diversity of fish (pelagic and demersal);
• size distribution, further biological information, and genetic material from selected species;
• distribution, abundance, and composition of phyto- and zooplankton, fish eggs and larvae;
• environmental conditions in the survey area (temperature, salinity, oxygen, chlorophyll, nutrients and sediments)
• bathymetric mapping.

The 2018 survey formed part of the new phase of the EAF-Nansen Programme, with the focus on “Supporting the  
Application of the Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management considering Climate and Pollution Impact”. Hence, sampling 
was further expanded to also include marine debris and microplastics, ocean acidification and food safety, and nutrition. The 
study of egg and larvae was a key priority in 2018.

Year Survey title Period and season

1979 Marine Fisheries Resources Survey September – November 
and Exploratory Fishing (Post monsoon)

1980 Marine Fisheries Resources   March – April 
Survey and Exploratory Fishing (Pre monsoon)

2013 Myanmar Fishery Resources - November – December 
Ecosystem Survey (Post monsoon)

2015 Myanmar Ecosystem Survey April – June 
(verification) (Pre monsoon)

2015 Habitat Mapping on the Myeik June 
Archipelago (Pre monsoon)

2018 Survey of Fishery Resources August – September 
and Ecosystems (monsoon)

MSY is the maximum level of 
catch that can be sustained 

by the fishery in the long term, 
without jeopardizing its  
productivity. Continuous 

extraction above this level will 
lead to reduction of the fisheries’ 

productivity and a decline in yield, 
which will result in overfishing. 

http://www.fao.org/in-action/eaf-nansen/en/
http://www.fao.org/in-action/eaf-nansen/en/
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MAIN FINDINGS OF THE SURVEYS
The most striking feature when comparing the different estimates over time is the major drop in fish 
biomass, visible in the most recent surveys, as compared to those carried out in 1979–1980. 

The surveys provided a good insight into the seasonality in the fish resources, with changing  
patterns in distribution and availability of several species, as surveys  were conducted during  
different times of the year. Important seasonal variations were observed, possibly due to 
the changing hydrographic conditions linked to the annual monsoon cycles. These affect fish  
distribution patterns and such changes are well-known to the fisheries. Seasonal variations also 
affect biomass estimates as fish becomes less available to the research vessel by, for example,  
migrating into shallower waters or to neighbouring countries. 
 
The seasonal variations were much less significant than the major decline observed in biomass of 
both pelagic and demersal fish when compared with the results of the 1979–1980 surveys. The 2018 
survey, carried out in the post-monsoon season, had a stronger focus on fish early life stages than 
previous surveys. Some probable retention areas were identified, but the number of eggs and larvae 
collected was low. 

Other findings from the 2018 survey include the observation of micro-plastic particles  
throughout the region, some areas with higher concentrations than others. 

FISH BIOMASS 
Pelagic fish abundance 
The average pelagic biomass in the 1979–1980  
surveys was estimated at about 1 million 
tonnes. In the 2013, 2015 and 2018 surveys, the  
average was estimated only 160 000 tonnes, which  
represents an 80 percent decrease from the  
1970–1980 surveys. 

Demersal fish abundance
The average demersal biomass in the 
1970–1980 surveys was estimated at about  
750 000 tonnes. In the 2013, 2015 and 2018  
surveys, the average was estimated at 310 000 
tonnes, which represents a 60 percent decrease 
from the 1970–1980. 

DISTRIBUTION PATTERNS 
Changes in species composition
The change in abundance of the different  
demersal fish families, expressed as  
percentage between the two survey periods  
1979–1980 and 2013–2018 is considerable and 
shows a significant reduction of most species,  
including those of commercial importance. At 
the same time there is a significant increase 
in some families commonly found in deeper  
waters. This is probably a consequence of the 
fishing pattern as the deeper waters are less  
accessible for the Myanmar trawl fleet. 
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MICROPLASTICS
In the 2018 survey, micro-plastic particles 
were widespread, with the highest numbers  
recorded in the Rakhine area’s shallowest  
stations. Less particles were found in the  
Delta region, despite the fact that usually highest  
concentrations are found in the proximity of  
river outlets. This could be explained by the  
higher amount of freshwater during the  
monsoon season.

Many of these species also have lower  
commercial value. Increase in occurrence of  
smaller fast recruiting, less valuable species such as  
pufferfish, scorpionfish, bigeyes, lizardfish, etc.

KEY OBSERVATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
• Current biomass of demersal and pelagic stocks 
is well below the levels observed during the 
first surveys with the RV Dr Fridtjof Nansen in 
1979–1980.

• Furthermore, a significant change in relative 
abundance of demersal species has taken place, 
with considerable decline also also observed for 
commercially important species.

• The above represents a clear indication of 
overfishing. Management actions, such as 
reduction in fishing effort, are urgently required to 
rebuild overexploited stocks, consistent with the 
Myanmar vision.

• It is recommended that Myanmar tasks a 
dedicated working group with further analysis 
of available information, with the aim to provide 
specific scientific advice for appropriate 
management action to address overfishing and 
rebuild fish stocks.

• The three surveys 2013, 2015 and 2018 show that 
Myanmar has an unusually high diversity of fish 
(and most probably other marine organisms) with 
several rare and endemic species. This places a 
special responsibility on Myanmar to protect this 
marine biodiversity for future generations.

•  To obtain a better understanding of spawning 
and nursery areas future surveys should be 
planned in the pre-monsoon season to 
complement the information already available 
from previous suveys.

• To ensure sustainability, priority should be given 
to address factors that may undermine management 
efforts, such as illegal, unreported and unregulated 
fishing, and possible interactions with other 
sectors (e.g.  oil  and  gas,  mining,  mariculture , etc.) 
that  impact marine resources and the 
environment.
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The EAF-Nansen Programme 
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Contact:  info-eaf-nansen@fao.org
Website: www.fao.org/in-action/eaf-nansen/
Twitter: #EAFNansen
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