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Fisheries in India 

Fisheries in India are considered the “Sunshine” sector in Indian Agriculture (Report of the 
Subcommittee on Agriculture and Allied Sectors, 2014), contributing to around 1% of India’s Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP).   

Overview of Marine Fisheries in India 

Marine capture fisheries in India are characterized by resources that are common property, with free 
and open access.  This sector is of great importance because it employs 1 million active fishers and 4 
million dependents, and an additional 1 million in allied activities and their dependents, making it the 
largest employer amongst all maritime sectors. Most fishers are employed in the artisanal sector 
(60%), followed by the mechanized and motorized sectors (20% each). However, only 30% of all fishers 
actually own their fishing vessels.  
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The marine fisheries sector that originally began as a subsistence enterprise in India is now considered 
a capital-intensive industry. Export of marine fisheries, alone contributes to approximately Rs.300 
billion annually (CMFRI,2017).  Marine fishery production in the country has rapidly increased from a 
0.5 million tons (mt) catch in 1950 to 3.63mt in 2016. It is unsurprising that this increased fish 
production has coincided with an increase in mechanization of the fisheries sector. Currently, though 
mechanized vessels (large boats with an inboard engine) comprise only 37% of the fishing fleet (CMFRI 
Census, 2010), they contribute to a whopping 82% of the fish landings (CMFRI, 2017).  In contrast, the 
corresponding contribution of motorized vessels (smaller boats with outboard engine) that also 
contribute to 37% of India’s fleet was only 17%. Unfortunately, the current marine fisheries situation is 
characterized by intensification of effort, declining catches, overfishing in coastal waters and habitat 
degradation. As a multi-species fishery, over 700 species of fish are landed across both Indian coasts, 
but of particular noteworthiness is that oil sardines that used to be one of the major species landed 
has showed a steady decline since 2013 (CMFRI, 2017)).  

Presently, there is a great cause of concern as the traditionally more “sustainable” artisanal fisheries 
have been sidelined. The artisanal sector (non-motorized traditional boats) that originally dominated 
the fish landings of India (88% in 1960) now contribute to a mere 1% of fish landings (CMFRI, 2017), 
this despite employing the majority of fishers.  Unfortunately, to compete with the mechanized boats, 
this sector is now trying to compete by motorizing their crafts, and modifying their gear, but the end 
result is not likely to bode well for marine fisheries as a whole. 

Trawl Fisheries in India 

Trawl fisheries in India have proliferated over the last half a century (Devaraj and Vivekanandan, 1999) 
and, currently, trawl boats contribute to ~57% of fish landings (CMFRI, 2017). With an increasing 
demand for seafood, many more fishers have entered the Indian fishing industry, and the technology 
used has intensified. The results have been disastrous, with too many boats chasing too few fish using 
highly damaging gears and methods. Many commercially important stocks are now over-exploited, and 
fishers report that their catch per unit effort has declined markedly (Bhathal, 2014).  

In a multi-species fishery like India, bycatch (non-targeted) species caught in trawls often dominate the 
landings in terms of species composition and catch. In Goa, it was found that of the 196 species caught, 
174 were bycatch species that were incidentally caught or discarded (Velip and Rivonkar, 2015), 
contributing to 68% of the biomass. In Mangalore, 237 species/groups of fish were observed in 
discards (Dineshbabu et al,2013). However, currently, a major cause of concern is that many Indian 
fishers no longer even claim to target any species, and have resorted to catching and selling anything 
they are able to trawl, including previously discarded species for fish meal, fish oil and chicken feed.  
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Though it has been argued that the utilization of the discards reduces waste, the markets created by 
these low value fish is now driving the fisheries.  Such biomass fisheries currently contribute about 30% 
of India’s marine fish landings (A. Lobo, pers. comm.). The volume of biomass caught is, however, high 
enough that the income it generates (coupled with subsidies and low opportunity costs) is enough to 
keep people fishing despite the collapse of primary fish stocks (Lobo, 2010). 

Key Statistics of Marine Fisheries in India: 

Length of coastline of Mainland India: 6,068 km 

Area of India’s EEZ: 2.02 million sq.km 

Continental Shelf Area- 0.5 million sq.km 

Inshore Area (<50m depth)- 0.18 million sq.km 

Fishing Villages- 3,288 (one fishing village for every 2km of coastline) 

Fisher population: 3,999,214 

Active Fishers: 990,083 

Fish Landing Centers: 1,511 

Number of Fishing Craft- 194,490 

Number of mechanized crafts- 72,559 (37%) 

Number of motorized crafts- 71,313 (37%) 

Number of non-motorized crafts- 50,618 (36%) 

Resources: 

Bhathal, B., 2014. Government-led development of India’s Marine Fisheries Since 1950: Catch and 
Effort Trends, and Bioeconomic Models for Alternative Policies. Ph.D Thesis, The University of British 
Columbia. 

Devaraj, M., Vivekanandan, E., 1999. Marine capture fisheries of India: Challenges and opportunities. 
Current Science 76, 314-332.  

Lobo, A.S., A. Balmford, R. Arthur and A. Manica, 2010. ‘Commercializing Bycatch Can Push a Fishery 
Beyond Economic Extinction’, Conservation Letters 3, 277- 285. 

Boopendranath, M. R. 2007. Possibilities of bycatch reduction from Trawlers in India. In: Indian 
fisheries- a progressive outlook. Central Marine Fisheries Research Institute, Kochi,12-29 



   
 

4 
 

 
 

Dineshbabu et al., 2013. An appraisal of trawl fisheries of India with special reference on the changing 
trends in bycatch utilization. J. Mar. Biol. Ass. India, 55 (2), 69-78 

FRAD, CMFRI, 2016. Marine Fish Landings in India 2015, Technical Report, CMFRI, Kochi 

FRAD, CMFRI, 2017. Marine Fish Landings in India 2016, Technical Report, CMFRI, Kochi 

Velip, Dinesh & Rivonker, C.U. (2015). Trends and composition of trawl bycatch and its implications on 
tropical fishing grounds off Goa, India Regional studies in Marine Science. 2. 65-75. 
10.1016/j.rsma.2015.08.011. http://mbai.org.in/uploads/manuscripts/55-2-%20Article-
111855478695.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


	Fisheries in India
	Overview of Marine Fisheries in India
	Trawl Fisheries in India
	Key Statistics of Marine Fisheries in India:
	Resources:

