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Fisheries-A Critical Sector of the Egyptian 
Economy 

Fish is an important component in Egyptian diets, accounting for almost 20 percent of 

national consumption of animal protein. Per capita consumption of fish was 11.0 kg in 

1998, up from 7.9 kg in 1989. In 1996, the fisheries sector accounted for 4.6 percent 

of the total value of agricultural production, and 15.4 percent of the total value of ani

mal production. 

Over 200,000 licensed fishermen work in Egypt. There is probably more than lwice 

that number of fishermen who are not licensed. It is estimated that an additional 

RDI Policy Brief is published occasionally by rhe Rejoml Design and ImpiemencQlion Unit (RDIJ. which is a 
component a/lhe jointly sponsored MALRIUSAID Agricultural Polic), Refonn Program lAPRP). APRP '~'orks 
10 support Government of Egypt efforts to liberalize and privatize the coumry's agricultural economy. TIle RDI 
Unit conducts studies, makes policy recommendations and helps implement 'hose policies thai the GOE 
believes will contribute mosl directly and benefiCially to agricultural developmem Ihrough lfberaiiuuion 
and privatization. 
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Table 1: Fish production from various resources in 1998 (in tons) 

Resource Production Ofo 

Marine fisheries Mediterranean Sea 68,000 12.46 

Red Sea 57,063 10.46 

Northern lakes Manzala 78,261 14.34 

Brolous 59,033 10.82 

Idko 10,280 1.88 

Maryott 4,521 0.83 

Coastal Depressions Bardawil 1,937 0.36 

Port Foad 189.000 0.03 

Inland lakes Qaroun 1,025 0.19 

Rayan 1 & 3 1,073 0.£0 

Nasser 53,819 9.86 

Bitter & T emsah 2,751 0.50 

Inland waters Nile & Branches 68,£52 1£.51 

Fish culture C/rass Carp 10,900 2.00 

C/ovemmental 7,076 1.30 

Private 106,118 19.45 

Cages £,855 0.5£ 

Rice fields 12,440 £.£8 

Total 545,593 100.00 

Source: Production Statistics, CjAFRD, 1998. 
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300,000 persons work in fish farming, handling, 

transportation, processing, marketing and other 

related activities. 

Fishing resources are divided into three sectors: 

marine fisheries, inland fisheries, and aquaculture. 

Landings from marine fisheries were 125,000 tons 

in 1998, divided almost evenly between the 

Mediterranean and Red Seas. Marine fisheries in 

1998 accounted for less than one quarter of total fish 

production. 

Inland fisheries supplied almost 300,000 tons of fish 

in 1998, or about one-half of total landings. The 

northern lakes (Manzalla, Burullus, Idko, and 

Matyott) contributed more than 50 percent to total 

landings. Aquaculture production has increased sig

nificantly in recent years, from 67,000 tons in 1989 

to 139,000 in 1998. Private aquaculture operations 

account for more than three-quarters of this total. 

Table 1 summarizes fish production in 1998. 

Domestic production is insufficient to meet the 

demand for fish in Egypt. Over the last few years, 

fish imports have steadily increased. Imports in 

1997 were 176,300 tons, up from 110,700 tons in 

1989. Holland is the leading supplier of fish to 

Egypt, followed by Norway, and the United 

Kingdom. In 1998, imports accounted for 24 per

cent of total supply. 

Fish Production-Challenges 
and Opportunities 
The aquatic resource base in Egypt is extensive, 

consisting of marine water, fresh water and 

brackish water. The counlty is bordered by the 

Mediterranean and Red Seas. The Nile River pro-
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vides a great source of fresh water, and there are four 

littoral brackish water lakes and two lagoons. In the 

Fayoum (jovernorate, there are three important 

drainage basins: Lake Qaroun, and Wadi Rayan 

Depressions I and III. Lake Nasser and other small

er lakes are important fTesh water resources. 

Recent estimates of the maximum sustainable yield 

(MSY) for marine and inland fisheries are not avail

able. However, it is generally recognized that most 

marine and inland fisheries resources are fully 

exploited and require a reduction in fishing effort as 

well as other management measures to ensure sus

tainable production. In addition, the water quality 

of most inland fisheries is adversely affected by agri

cultural drainage, industrial effluents and sewage. 

There is inadequate mixing of fresh and salt water in 
the coastal lakes and Lake Qaroun. 

There are several important challenges facing aqua

culture in Egypt. First, the water supply for aquacul

ture is generally polluted because fish farms are 

allowed to use only agricultural drainage water. 

Second, land suitable for aquaculture is leased from 

the (jeneral Authority for Fisheries Resources 

Development (jARFD) for a period of five years 

only, a period which is insufficient for fish farmers to 

take a long-term view of the business. 

Recommendations 

• Proper management is the key to further and sus

tained development of the fisheries industry. The 

(jOE should give top priority to establishing esti

mates of maximum sustainable yields for both 

marine and land waters, and take appropriate 

actions to ensure optimum sustainable yields. Those 

actions include proper enforcement of current legis

lation, especially Law No. 124/83 (Fisheries Law) 

and Law No. 4/94 (Environment Law), to ensure 

adequate monitoring control and surveillance of 

each body of water. 

• The importance of aquaculture is bound to grow in 

the coming years. Intensification of this industry 

requires three key changes in government policy. 

1. The (jOE should consider permitting fish farms 

initial use of fresh water, with reUse of that water for 

agriculture. 

2. (jARFD should coordinate with the Ministry of 

Water Resources and Irrigation (MWRI) to conduct 

a pilot program for fish cages in the Nile and its 

channels. 

3. The (jOE should alter legislation to permit longer 

leases for aquaculture, and improved safeguards to 

ensure that land and water are used in accordance 

with the terms of the lease. 

Fish Marketing-Challenges 
and Opportunities 

Although some fishermen and fish farmers sell 

directly to the public, it is likely that most fish are 

bought and sold several times before reaching con

sumers or final users. 

Fish is sold to private buyers at prices set by local 

committees, by direct negotiation between sellers 

and buyers, or by auctions. Intermediaries may 

advance funds to producers, who are usually 

required to pay back such loans by deduction from 

the value of products delivered to the intermediaries. 
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Marketing margins or commissions are generally 

not excessive. 

Buying and selling of fish is largely camed out by 

the private sector, operating in a free market, so that 

prices reflect supply and demand conditions. There 

are some exceptions, however. In some areas, 

prices are set for a relatively short period of time, per

haps one month, by committees, on which the 

local (jovernorate, (jAFRD, the cooperatives and 

other stakeholders are represented. Where prices 

are set, distortions are created, and participants 

in the marketing chain try to circumvent the 

restrictions. 

While the reason for setting prices-to put fish 

within reach of low-income consumers-is noble, 

administrative price-fixing rarely works well in prac

tice. Producers and others in the market chain gen

erally try to sell at least part of their fish at free mar

ket prices and sell as little as possible at the low set 

price. 

On Lake Nasser, fish is sold at set prices for pur

chase by two companies: Misr-Aswan Fishing and 

Fish Processing Company, and Fish Marketing 

Company. Misr-Aswan was previously a public 

sector company that now has both private and pub

lic shareholders, and is in the process of being priva

tized. FMC is a public company also expected to be 

privatized. Prices are set at infrequent intervals by 

the Ministry of Supply and Home Trade, on the 

basis of studies undertaken by the research arm of 

the Lake Nasser Development Authority. Fishing 

vessel owners on Lake Nasser are required by gov

ernment decree to sell 25 percent of their catch to 

Misr-Aswan and 75 percent to FMC. 

Net prices paid by Misr-Aswan and FMC are 

reported to be higher than private sector buyers, 

who are commonly called smugglers. Yet, in spite of 

lower prices, fishing vessel owners prefer to sell to 

smugglers because they receive immediate payment 

for their fish, whereas the two companies take 

weeks or months to pay. 

Not all fish in Egypt is produced to the appropriate 

standards of quality. A major cause of inferior fish is 

poor handling on fishing vessels, at aquaculture sites 

and during unloading, handling and transportation 

to markets. Constraints include insufficient use of ice 

and the use of containers (wooden boxes, chiefly) 

which provide inadequate protection during han

dling and transportation. In some cases, the initial 

handling is undertaken in facilities, which are not 

adequately sanitary or suitable. 

Fixed government prices contributes to poor quality. 

For example, fishermen use ice to conserve the catch 

on the fishing vessels in order to maintain high 

quality product. However, if fishermen do not 

receive benefits from higher quality fish, they will 

refrain from using ice. 

Market forces, and not rules, regulations and fixed 

prices, tend to be the determining factor with regard 

to quality. The marketing chain supplies only the 

levels of quality needed to sell its products, since a 

higher level of quality will not make economic sense 

if the extra cost incurred is not compensated for be a 

correspondingly higher price. 

Recommendations 

• All fish and fishery products, at whatever level in 
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the marketing chain, and in all geographic areas, should be marketed 

under normal commercial arrangements. Prices should be established 

according to supply and demand conditions, and local committees 

should refrain from inteIVening in the market. 

• A careful assessment should be made on the extent of post-halVest 

losses, in both volume and value. This assessment would seIVe as the 

basis for designing and implementing appropriate programs to prevent 

or reduce such losses. Particular attention should be paid to the avail

ability and price of ice. 

The complete study, Identifying Policy Barriers for Fisheries 

Development, is available from RDI. (Publication # 76) 

RDI is sponsored by the MALR and USAID under the umbrella of the Agricultural Policy Reform 
Program (APRP). RDI is led by Development Alternatives, Inc. (DAI), and includes services from the 
following subcontractors: 

Training Resources Group (TRG) 

Office of Studies and Finance (OSAF) 

National Consulting Firm (NCF) 

Cargill Technical Services (CTS) 

Purdue University 

University of Maryland 

Development Associates 

The Services Group (TSG) 

Address: 7. Nadi EI·Said Street. Dokki. Giza. 
Tel.: (202) 337-570915712 
Fax: (202) 336-2009 
E-mail: First initial last 
Name@agpolicy.com (i.e .• Max Goldensoln 
would be mgoldensohn@agpolicy.com) 














