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For those who make their living buy-
ing and selling shrimp, the whims and 
vagaries of the marketplace at times are 
far from clear. Many factors affect the 
price of shrimp, and while common sense 

dictates that supply-side economics 
would be a large factor, things are unfor-
tunately not always so evident. 

Even though the actual production of 
shrimp is fairly straightforward, as with 
many endeavors of this nature, the out-
come is not always clear cut. For new 
farms established in pristine areas, there 
is often a time period that many jokingly 
refer to as the honeymoon. Production is 
good, no matter what one does wrong, 
and as long as prices are solid, it seems as 
if many of these farmers have licenses to 
print money. Yet within these operations, 
the seeds of failure are often being sown. 

Disease Is Natural
Too many farmers fail to appreciate 

that the absence of disease is unnatural. 
Disease is a natural process, and the tra-
ditional high-stress monoculture rearing 
environments are typically not conducive 
to the sustained absence of profit-limiting 
disease. 

In a production paradigm where sci-

ence is marginalized and pseudoscience is 
the norm, the risks are even greater. 
Many farms that I have visited over the 
years are accidents waiting to happen. 
Managers perceive that they are taking 
appropriate steps to minimize the impacts 
of preventable problems, when in reality, 
this is often far from the case. In many 
cases, the underlying potential causes of 
future problems are clear, and in others, 
while not as clear, are no less real. 

Production And Disease
Right now we are seeing a gradual 

erosion of production in a number of 
countries in Southeast Asia. In some, the 
underlying cause of specific patterns of 
mortality has been identified. An exam-
ple of this is the infectious myonecrosis 
virus that is currently seriously impacting 
production in Indonesia. There is a very 
strong probability this virus originated in 
Brazil. It is spreading, and many shrimp 
health experts fear it is only a matter of 
time until it is confirmed elsewhere. 

In many other countries, problems 
seem to be much more generic in nature. 
The leading cause of mortality in farmed 
shrimp is bacterial disease, with vibrios 
typically being the primary pathogens. 
However, they often are secondary and 
non-obligate pathogens. 

The serious stress shrimp experience 
as a result of culture practices, combined 
with a lack of understanding about the 
true nature of biosecurity and proactive 
health-monitoring programs, and reliance 
on pseudoscience ensures that problems 
will occur. Sloppy culture practices ignor-
ing tried and tested science invariably 

Failure to proactively address disease issues usually leads to significant decreases 
in production performance.

Disease And Shrimp Farming
Pseudoscience, Non-Standard Practices Breed Problems

production

Summary:
The slipping shrimp production 
in Southeast Asia due to disease 
has a number of causes. Emerg-
ing viral diseases take a toll, as 
well as bacterial diseases caused 
by vibrios and other pathogens. 
Management issues from improper 
quarantine procedures and high 
stocking density to limited re-
spect for complete disinfection 
may push small regional prob-
lems across borders to become 
systemic problems. Some suppli-
ers will likely fail over time, but 
third-party technical operational 
audits can help foresee concerns.
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Too many farmers fail 
to appreciate that the 
absence of disease 
is unnatural. 
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production
lead to problems.

Standard Practices 
Not Routine

Do not expect this to change any time 
soon. While some efforts are being made 
to standardize culture practices to ensure 
that preventable problems are avoided, 
the reality is that standard practices are 
not yet routine. 

Factors such as failure to quarantine 
animals that might be carrying potential 
pathogens, production at super-high den-
sities without stress mitigation and failure 
to ensure that effluents are not compo-
nents of influents can lead to significant 
problems. Failure to truly understand dis-
infection and know-it-all managers who 
have produced successfully despite lack-
ing an appreciation for the many different 
factors in the disease process will con-
tinue to ensure that small regional prob-
lems will cross borders and become sys-
temic problems. Disease will continue to 
periodically ravage the industry. 

Perspectives
Of course this does not mean the sit-

uation is hopeless or even close to it. As 
with many things in life, when one area 
suffers, another benefits. If Southeast 
Asian production fails, and demand 
remains, operations that are successfully 
producing in other parts of the world will 
reap the benefits. 

This has happened many times in the 
last three decades and is part of the rea-
son growth will continue despite regional 
problems. Unfortunately, all too often, 
those who fail move on and perpetuate 
culture practices that lead to failure again. 

What you can count on is that some 
of the companies that currently supply 
you with farmed shrimp and fish will not 
always be there for you. As someone who 
relies on these companies to be consis-
tent, you can increase the chances that 
they are by utilizing the services of third 
parties to routinely perform technical 
operational audits. These are not certifi-
cations. Sustainability is multifaceted, 
and the implementation of site-specific 
strategies often requires experts who see 
beyond what are perceived to be the tra-
ditional boundaries.
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