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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

This report forms part of the Bay of Bengal Large Marine Ecosystem (BOBLME) Project of 

the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) of the United Nations: ñStrengthening existing 

marine reserves and shark conservation in Myanmarò. This project is a collaborative effort 

between BOBLME and FFI with technical support from SEAFDEC-MFRDMD. As an initial 

step to achieving improved conservation of sharks, an assessment of the current status of 

sharks and the fisheries including socio-economic information was initiated, with this report 

detailing the findings of the assessment. The assessment was carried out in two parts:  

 

1. Desk-based review of historical shark and ray catch records and fishing legislation 

2. Field-based surveys (market surveys and socio-economic surveys with fishers) at 5 

fishing towns in Myanmar and 1 in Thailand. 

 

Records show Myanmar may be home to as many as 58 shark and 71 ray species (including 

Critically Endangered (2), Endangered (2), Vulnerable (18) and Near Threatened (18) shark 

species. There is a national ban on shark fishing through a declaration made by the 

Department of fisheries, however this has yet to be formalised in law and shark and ray 

populations appear to be in severe decline. 

 

Despite the ban, surveys revealed an active market for shark products both for national and 

international consumption. Sharks were reported both as incidental and as a targeted catch 

and fishers who intentionally catch sharks overwhelmingly want to see the ban lifted. Those 

who catch them incidentally find them a valuable by-product.  There are no restrictions on 

ray fishing (including Red List species) and it appears rays are being caught in very large 

numbers e.g. 4000 tonnes in Tanintharyi Region in 2013-14. Surveys also revealed an 

abundance of juvenile shark and ray species for sale in markets. 

 

Key threats to sharks were identified as: longline fishing, sale of bycatch, over-capacity of 

Myanmarôs fishing fleet, fishing of juveniles, lack of enforcement, destructive fishing 

practices e.g. dynamite, and high market demand for shark products for export. 

 

It is intended that the information in this report should feed into the planned drafting of 

Myanmarôs National Plan of Action (NPOA) and the development of a set of 

recommendations and required actions to combat the decline in both shark and ray 

populations. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Dulvy et al. (2014) have estimated that more than half of all chondrichthyans (the class of 

fish that includes sharks, rays and chimaeras) face an elevated risk of extinction (a 

proportion that is significantly higher than for most other vertebrates), identifying large-

bodied species inhabiting shallow waters as particularly vulnerable. Population declines are 

most acute in the Indo-Pacific and Mediterranean Sea. Chondrichthyan declines have 

significant and cascading effects on marine ecosystems. Life cycle traits of late maturation, 

and long gestation make chondrichthyans sensitive to elevated fishing pressures and slow to 

recover from over-exploitation. Over recent decades, chondrichthyan catches have become 

increasingly dominated by ray species, Of particular significance to the demand for 

chondricthyans is the unmonitored and unregulated fin trade, driven by demand in Asia for 

shark fin soup. This trade is lucrative and not limited to sharks, but also shark-like rays such 

as wedgefishes and sawfishes (Dulvy et al. (2014). Other significant drivers of 

chondrichthyans are demand for meat, oil and gillrakers of large rays. Some of the most 

threatened species of chondrichthyans are declining as a result of being caught incidentally 

by fisheries targeting other species. 

 

One country in which targeted shark sightings have declined dramatically is Myanmar and 

the number of sharks observed at landing sites throughout the country indicates a lucrative 

market (Holmes et al. 2013). This is supported by the fact that during 200 transect surveys of 

coral reefs within Myeik Archipelago by Fauna & Flora International (FFI) between 2013 and 

2015  no shark species were directly observed (Howard et al. 2014). Shark demand from 

neighbouring countries is also increasing. Surveys conducted by the Dr. Fridtjof Nansen 

research vessel in collaboration with the Department of Fisheries Myanmar (DoF) found a 

severe decline (up to 90%) in pelagic and demersal fish yields in Myanmar waters since  

1980 (Krakstad et al. 2014). 

 

In 2004 two shark reserves were designated by the DoF within the Myeik Archipelago and in 

2008 a nationwide ban was introduced. However, a lack of resources and human capacity to 

manage these reserves effectively mean that they are unlikely to have achieved their stated 

purpose. There has been no monitoring of compliance in the Myeik shark reserves. This is 

compounded by a lack of baseline data on shark species in Myanmarôs waters which further 

hampers monitoring and conservation efforts. Such issues highlight the need for enhanced 

management of sharks, and also ray conservation within Myanmar to ensure populations are 

able to recover and local extinctions are avoided. Through its involvement in the Bay of 

Bengal Large Marine Ecosystem (BOBLME) initiative (a coordinated programme of action to 
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improve the lives of coastal populations through improved regional management of the Bay 

of Bengal environment and its fisheries) the Government of Myanmar has expressed its 

commitment to sustainable environmental management and sustainable coastal livelihoods.   

 

As a first step to improving the conservation of sharks and rays within Myanmar an 

assessment of the fishery was deemed necessary. Likewise the importance of sharks and 

rays to fishers and traders was also assessed to gain an understanding of the socio-

economic value of the species and fishery. This report therefore details recent findings 

collected from landing sites and fisher interviews throughout Myanmar as well as review of 

catch data/statistics from fisheries and survey reports. 

 

METHODS 

 
This fishery assessment involved observational surveys of sharks and ray species caught at 

landing sites and/or fish markets in Hlaing Gyi (Ayeyarwady Region), Yangon (Yangon 

State), Dawei, Myeik and Kawthaung Towns (Tanintharyi Region), the villagers of 

Thayawtathangyi Island (Don Pale, Lin Long and Palawar Villages) and Langann Island 

(Langann village) (also Tanintharyi Region) and Ranong (Thailand) Figure 1. At each of 

these sites fishers and traders were consulted in semi-structured interviews. Questions 

covered: knowledge of the shark ban and shark reserves, species caught, value, uses and 

markets, effect of the ban on fishers and traders, fishing gears and areas. Over 50 individual 

fishers and traders were interviewed. 

 

Given the current nation-wide ban, it was harder to get responses from fishers and traders at 

markets where large sharks were being sold, with some providing minimal input and two 

traders declining to be interviewed. However, most interviewees were forthcoming and their 

responses provide us with an understanding of the current shark and ray fishery in 

Myanmar. Secondary data was also collected from catch statistics from the DoF (although 

only for rays) and a review of former market surveys conducted on the shark and ray fishery 

and current scientific surveys of marine resources in Myanmar. 

 

LEGISLATION 

Within Myanmar two pieces of legislation have been enacted which specifically target the 

conservation/management of shark species: 

1. Notification 2/2001: this law prohibits the capture and sale of Whale shark 

(Rhincodon typus); 
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2. Notification 2/2004: this laws outlines the creation of two shark reserves (see Figure 

2) within the Myeik Archipelago in which targeting of sharks is prohibited (not 

including rays). 
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Figure 1 Sites surveyed during current assessment. 
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Figure 2 Myanmar Shark Reserve boundaries (red boxes). Notification 2/2004. 
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The two shark reserves were created in 2004 by the DoF and comprise almost 25% of the 

archipelagoôs total area; however no effective conservation plan has been developed for 

these sites meaning the reserves lack physical demarcation, active law enforcement, catch 

monitoring or awareness raising programmes. At landing sites visited during this assessment 

less than 10% of respondents were aware of the reserves and this was usually only for the 

block surrounding Lampi Island. 

 

There is also a reported nationwide ban on shark fishing which began in 2008. This appears 

to have been a declaration by DoF calling an end to shark fishing, however no legal 

document exists to back this up. Its creation does, however, have the potential to nullify the 

purpose of the shark reserves given that the ban covers all of Myanmarôs waters. Those 

shark fishers (5) interviewed in Rakhine had all switched to a different fishery since DoF 

enforced the shark ban. However, incidental catches (or those reported as such) of sharks in 

nets or on long-lines and subsequent selling of this catch in the market does not appear 

illegal or seems to be tolerated by authorities. No legislation exists for the capture or selling 

of rays including those of the Mobulidae family. Myanmar is however a signatory to the 

CITES convention and a number of shark and ray species are listed as CITES Appendix I or 

Appendix II (see Table 1). 

  

SPECIES 

The number of shark and ray species within Myanmar varies depending on which lists are 

used. Ahmad and Lim (2012) in their Field Guide to Sharks of the Southeast Asian Region 

lists 34 shark and 44 ray species for Myanmar, however following recent trips to landing 

sites by the authors as well as a review of literature on shark studies suggest there may be 

as many as 58 shark and 71 ray species (Table 1). The high diversity of sharks was 

recorded from the Order Carcharhiniformes with 43 species followed by Order 

Orectolobiformes and Squaliformes with 6 species respectively. However, low diversity was 

recorded for the Orders Lamniformes, Hexanchiformes and Squatiniformes where only one 

species were recorded from each order.  As for batoids, high diversity was recorded for the 

Order Myliobatiformes with 46 species followed by Rhinobatiformes (11 species) and 

Torpediniformes (9 species). Only 3 species were recorded from Order Pristiformes and 2 

species for Order Rajiformes. With new species continuously discovered, the number is 

expected to increase in the future as a greater understanding of Myanmarôs marine 

biodiversity evolves. At present the deep water species are mostly unknown due to limited 

research activity.  

 
















































