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SUMMARY

The presence of the narrow-barred Spanish mackerel (Scomberomorus commerson) in the
Palestinian area is known since 1935, but detailed fishery data for the past are not available.
Taking into account the importance of this species for the local communities, recent fishery data
and size frequencies are here provided, in agreement with the ICCAT recommendations for this
species.

RESUME

La présence du thazard rayé Indo-Pacifique (Scomberomorus commerson) dans la région
palestinienne est connue depuis 1935, mais on ne dispose pas de données de péche détaillées
avant cette date. Compte tenu de I'importance de cette espéce pour les communautés locales, des
données de péche récentes et des fréquences de taille sont fournies ici, conformément aux
recommandations de I'lCCAT concernant cette espece.

RESUMEN

La presencia del carite estriado indo-pacifico (Scomberomorus commerson) en la zona de
Palestina se conoce desde 1935, pero no se dispone de datos pesqueros detallados del pasado.
Teniendo en cuenta la importancia de esta especie para las comunidades locales, se facilitan
aqui datos de pesca recientes y frecuencias de tallas, de acuerdo con las Recomendaciones de la
ICCAT para esta especie.
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1. Introduction

The narrow-barred Spanish mackerel (Scomberomorus commerson, Lacépéde, 1800) is an Indo-Pacific species,
distributed throughout most of the Pacific Ocean and the Indian Ocean, including the Persian Gulf and the Red
Sea (Collette and Graves, 2019). As concerns the ICCAT Convention area, a suspicious record exists from St.
Helena in the Southeast Atlantic (Collette and Nawen, 1983; Froese and Pauly, 2019), while its presence in other
areas in the Atlantic Ocean is not documented.

This immigrant species entered the Mediterranean Sea from the Suez Canal that was opened in 1869, as a
Lessepsian migrant (Por, 1978). But the very first record in the Mediterranean Sea was in the Ligurian Sea (ltaly)
as Cymbium commersoni (Bonaparte, 1846), implying that the specimen entered the Mediterranean Sea from the
Strait of Gibraltar, because the Suez Canal was opened 23 years later. This record is most likely a misidentification
as the species has an Indo-Pacific distribution, even if Tortonese (1975, 1987), who also reported the species from
the Ligurian Sea (Italy), later confirmed the Bonaparte’s record.

According to Di Natale et al. (2009, 2020), the narrow-barred Spanish mackerel is now widely distributed in the
eastern and southern Mediterranean Sea, having a documented presence in lItaly, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Palestine,
Israel, Lebanon, Syria, Turkey, Cyprus and Greece.

It is nowadays considered very successful in the southern and eastern part of the Mediterranean Sea (Srour and Di
Natale, 2008; Di Natale et al., 2009, 2020; Zenetos et al., 2010, Psomadakis et al., 2012, Azzurro et al., 2019, Al
Mabrouk et al., 2021).

ICCAT (which is the RFMO responsible for the management of all tunas and tuna-like species in the Atlantic
Ocean and the adjacent seas), after the SCRS Recommendation to include the narrow-barred Spanish mackerel
among the small tunas under its management (Anonymous, 2021), decided to have also this species on its Manual
(Anonymous, 2022). The ICCAT Secretariat recently updated the Task 1 statistics, adding Scomberomorus
commerson (Anonymous, 2023) and the data are now included in the catch statistics available on its web page.
Figure 1 shows the cumulative available landings of narrow-barred Spanish mackerel in the Mediterranean Sea,
including all data sources (GFCM, FAO, ICCAT and scientific papers).

2. The presence of Scomberomorus commerson in Palestine

The first documented record was made from the coast of Palestine as Scomberomorus sp. (Hornell, 1935). After
this first record in 1935, information from Palestine was missing for decades, even if the narrow-barred Spanish
mackerel was always present in its coastal area and regularly fished at least since 1984°. Abu Hamra (2018)
reported the presence of narrow-barred Spanish mackerel in the Gaza Strip, its importance for the market and the
consumers, but without providing any catch data. Anonymous (2020) provided a World Bank study for the
Palestinian fisheries, including 3-year landing data for some gear types on Scomberomorus sp. in the Gaza Strip.
Al Mabruk et al. (2021) reported about recent catches in Palestine (including also large individuals caught by
recreational and professional fishermen). Hussein et al. (2022) included this species among those important for
the local fishery and consumption. Abd Rabou et al. (2023) referred about the presence of this species in Gaza, its
importance for the local consumers and the high market price.

Scomberomorus commerson is fished in the Gaza Strip by several gear types (gillnets, driftnets, large purse seines,
purse seines with outboard engine, bottom trawls and sometimes longlines and spearguns), both as target and by-
catch species. For this reason, is is useful to provide a short description of the various characteristics of the fishing
activity in Gaza, updating the information previously reported by Abudaya et al. (2013).

2.1 The fishing zone

The fishing zone is one of the basic factors in fishing operations in terms of the opportunities for the fishing fleet
activity, production (quantities and variety of species), for the cumulated fishing effort and for its impact on the
single species and the marine environment. In the marine coastal zone of the Gaza Strip (Palestine) (Figure 2), the
fishing zone has been exogenously determined by Israel and has been varied during its existence. Designated
fishing grounds in the Mediterranean were outlined in the 1995 Oslo Agreement between Palestine and Israel
(Anonymous, 1995), spanning some 1150 km? out to 20 nm from the coast of Gaza. Two areas bordering the
northern and southern border were also marked as prohibited fishing areas (Error! Reference source not found.3;
regions K and M).

5 The regular presence of Scomberomorus commerson in the coastal Gaza area since 1984 was reported by an old Palestinian fisherman, Mr.
Abd al-Salam Subuh al-Hassi, during an interview carried out by the Directorate General of Fisheries.
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The current fishing zone comprises four distinct areas of different characteristics:

— ZONE 1 - Sandy bottom area, extending 1 nautical mile (nm) from shore, approximately 20 m in depth, with
some rocks and sand bars mostly present between Gaza Valley (Wadi Gaza) and Rafah. This area is largely
targeted by smaller fishing vessels and divers using spear guns.

— ZONE 2 - Largely a muddy area, stretching from 1-6 nm from Zone 1, approximately 20-50 m in depth. Some
artificial reef structures built by fishermen in 1981 exist between 2 and 4 nm. Here, fishing activities include
larger purse seine, driftnets and trawl vessels targeting pelagic species.

— ZONE 3 - Rock covered area, 7-12 nm from shore, descending to depths of 100 m. Some passages or small
spaces free of rocks exist. This zone is described as a spawning area and juvenile aggregation area for several
demersal fish. Mostly targeted by longline and larger purse seine boats, though trawls may operate on the
zone periphery or within passages.

— ZONE 4 - Deep mud and rock bottom area, 12-20 nm offshore, reaching depths of up to 750 m. Here, large
purse seine vessels and trawlers operate, targeting also tuna species, swordfish and manta rays.

2.2 Port and landing sites

The Gaza Strip has only one port (Gaza) and five additional landing sites: the Northern landing area, Deir Al-
Balah, An Nuseirat, Khan Yunis, and Rafah (Error! Reference source not found.4). Gaza Port, the most important
site, has about 1,800 fishermen and total cumulated landings for all species were 2,951 tons in 2020 (about 63%
of total landings in Palestine in the same year).

Due to the spread distribution of the vessels, the monitoring of catches and landings is not easy.
2.3 The fishing fleet

The fishing fleet in the Gaza Strip has 1744 operating vessels, of which 965 vessels are currently licensed to fish,
while the remaining 779 are small boats without license (i.e., small boats without engines). Error! Reference source
not found.1 reports the number and types of vessels registered to Gaza’s five main ports. Vessels are categorised
as trawlers, purse seiners, vessels with outboard engines, “flucas” (support vessels that assist the main fishing
vessel), and small oar boats (“has akas™). Within the ‘vessels with outboard engines’ category, there are three
further subcategories: 165 small purse seiners (‘hasaka shanshula’), 616 driftnet vessels (‘mallatch’ and ‘zida’)
and 80 longline vessels (‘hasaka sinar’).

3. Fishery data on Scomberomorus commerson from the Gaza Strip

A recent internal report of the Directorate General of Fisheries in the Gaza Strip (Palestine) includes interesting
information for better understanding the presence of Scomberomoros commerson in the different fisheries. In 2020,
the official recorded landings of the species were 62 tons, plus additional 6 tons provided by non-professional (not
licensed) fishermen and longliners, providing a total of 68 tons. This quantity represents 1.45% of the total landing
of halieutic species in Palestine in 2020.

Narrow barred Spanish mackerel is present in various statistics by gear type in 2022: 6.8 tons were landed by large
and medium size purse seines (representing 0.38% of the landings for PS in the same year); 7 tons were landed by
small size out-bord engine purse seines (representing 0.46% of the landings for small OB PS in the same year); 7
tons were landed by driftnetters (representing 1% of the landings for GILL in the same year); the highest quantity
of this species, 41.1 tons, was landed by trawlers (representing 6.55% of the landings for TRAW in the same year).

Landings of Scomberomorus commerson, within the last 28 years, ranged from a minimum of 9.063 tons in 2011
to a maximum of 154.45 tons in 2009. The average landings for this species by year are about 56.49 tons. The
graph in Figure 5 shows the landing data of Scomberomorus commerson in the Gaza Strip (Palestine) over the
period from 1995 to 2022. It is very clear that the variability between years is important, but further details will be
necessary for better understanding if it is linked to changes in fishing gears, in fishing effort or to other exogenous
factors or a combination of factors. The detailed values of the annual landing data will be provided in separate to
the ICCAT Secretariat. The ICCAT Task 1 database for Scomberomorus commerson (FAO and ICCAT code:
COM) does not include so far any data from Palestine. Therefore, these are the first Task 1 data about the fishery
of narrow-barred Spanish mackerel in that area, covering the period from 1995 to 2022.
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4.  Size frequencies

According to the internal report of the Direction General of Fisheries in the Gaza Strip, usually the size of
Scomberomoros commerson in landings rages from 20 to 120 cm, therefore from YOY? to medium-size adults.

Figure 6 shows the monthly size frequencies in 2021. It is very evident that smaller fish are present in most of the
months, while larger fish are in summer. This discrepancy is due to the gear types included in the statistics: July
is showing the few landings obtained by the longlines, while August includes both a majority of catches from all
gear combined and few larger fish caught by the longlines. All other monthly statistics include landings from all
gears combined. Therefore, it is supposed that the presence of larger fish is induced by a different gear selectivity.
Figure 7 shows the cumulated size frequencies in 2020 and 2021, taking into account that the size data for 2020
are including landings for five months only (May, August, September, October and November). The percentage
of small fish is clearly largely predominant. Figures 8 and 9 show individuals clearly caught by gillnets, while
Figure 10 shows the species on the market.

The detailed size frequency data (by 1 mm) were duly provided in excel files to the ICCAT Secretariat as Task 2
for Palestine.

5.  Conclusion

The presence of the narrow-barred Spanish mackerel (Scomberomorus commerson, Lacépéde, 1800) in Palestine
has been documented since 1935, and Lessepsian immigrants from the Red Sea/Indian Ocean through the Suez
Canal initially originated it. It is supposed that now this species is resident in the Southeastern Mediterranean Sea
and particularly in the Levantine Sea, spawning also in the area, even if migratory components might be still
present. The presence of very young individuals in the landings supports the complete life cycle evidence of the
species also along the Gaza Strip. Fishery is mostly related to the small-scale activities, even if catches also occur
in pelagic longlines targeting other large pelagic species and purse seines. Its socio-economic relevance and its
importance for the local subsistence and markets are very clear.

Following the observations provided by Al Mabruk et al. (2021), the catch statistics provided in the present work
are improving the Task 1 data for this species and for Palestine. The discrepancies between the statistics provided
in the present paper and those provided by Hussein et al. (2022), which are related to the years between 2018 and
2020, were deeply examined at the Direction General for Fisheries in Gaza. According to this further check, the
data reported by Hussein et al. (2022) were provisional data and they were not checked again before being
published. Therefore, in both cases the source of the original data being the Direction General for Fishery, the data
provided by the present paper shall be retained as the official ones.

The total catches in the Mediterranean Sea remain only partly reported and they are still missing for some countries
where this species is present and commonly marketed, undermining the possibility to understand the status of the
Mediterranean stock. According to the last available IJUCN assessment for the narrow-barred Spanish mackerel
(Collette et al., 2011), the species in globally considered Near Threatened (NT).

"YOQY = young of the year
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Table 1. Distribution of the fishing fleet by vessel category/licence in the Gaza Strip (Palestine) in 2022 (source:
Direction General of Fisheries, Gaza).

Port Trawlers sZ:Jnr:res Vgistilc?;;lclith ?;égg;ts't Srr;)z;l;tcs)ar Total
engine “Fluca”
North area 0 0 32 0 126 158
Gaza City port 15 45 453 7 173 692
Deir Al-Balah 0 1 149 1 231 382
Khan Yunis 0 5 109 14 156 284
Rafah 0 6 118 11 93 228
Total 15 57 861 33 779 1744

Available landings of Scomberomorus commerson in the Mediterranean Sea

5000

4000

3000

2000

1000

Figure 1. Cumulative annual catches of the narrow-barred Spanish mackerel (Scomberomorus commerson) in the
Mediterranean Sea, from 1960 to 2022 (including data from all available sources) (from Di Natale et al., 2020,
modified and updated).
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Figure 2. Geographic position of Gaza Strip (Palestine) in the Southeastern Mediterranean area, in the Levantine
Sea.

Figure 3. The fishing area of Gaza Strip, as defined by the Oslo Agreement in 1995. Fishery is forbidden in areas
K and M, while it is allowed in area L (Anonymous, 1995).
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Figure 4. Distribution of ports and landing sites in the Gaza Strip (Palestine) (source: Direction General of
Fisheries, Gaza).
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Figure 5. Yearly landings of Scomberomorus commerson from 1995 to 2022 in the Gaza Strip (Palestine) (source:
Direction General of Fisheries, Gaza).
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Figure 6. Monthly size frequencies (by 5 cm classes) of Scomberomorus commerson in 2021 from the Gaza Strip
(Palestine); the frequencies in July are for longlines only, while the other months include all gears combined
(source: Direction General of Fisheries, Gaza).
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Figure 7. Cumulated size frequencies (by 5 cm classes) of Scomberomorus commerson in 2020 (5 months) and
2021 (12 months) from the Gaza Strip (Palestine) (source: Direction General of Fisheries, Gaza).
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Figures 8 and 9. Catches by gillnets of Scomberomorus commerson in the Gaza Strip (Palestine) (source:
Direction General of Fisheries, Gaza).

Figure 10. Scomberomorus commerson on the fish market in Deir al Balah, Gaza Strip (Palestine), 3rd December,
2019 (courtesy Ashraf Amra APA).
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