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CHURNA ISLAND-SONMIANI BAY ISRA 

Western Indian Ocean Region 

 

SUMMARY 

Churna Island-Sonmiani Bay is located off Balochistan and Sindh provinces, Pakistan. The 
area extends from Cape Monz and Churna Island in the east to waters off Ormara in the 
west. Habitat consists of epipelagic waters above sandy, muddy, and rocky substrates. The 
area overlaps with Churna-Kaio Island Complex Ecologically or Biologically Significant 
Marine Area (EBSA) and Malan-Gwadar Bank EBSA. Within this area there are: threatened 
species (e.g., Oceanic Manta Ray Mobula birostris); and feeding areas (e.g., Longhorned 
Pygmy Devil Ray Mobula eregoodoo). 
 
 
CRITERIA 
Criterion A – Vulnerability; Sub-criterion C2 – Feeding Areas  
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Blue lines indicate the area meeting the ISRA Criteria; dashed lines indicate the suggested buffer for 
use in the development of appropriate place-based conservation measures 
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DESCRIPTION OF HABITAT 
 
Churna Island-Sonmiani Bay is located off Balochistan and Sindh provinces, Pakistan. The area 
extends from Cape Monz and Churna Island in the east to waters off Ormara in the west. Habitat 
consists of epipelagic waters above sandy, muddy, and rocky substrates. Churna Island, a small 
uninhabited island, has a rocky shoreline, with sandy and rocky substrates and coral assemblages.  

The area is influenced by the repeated reversal of the monsoon which causes deep convective 
mixing especially during the northeast monsoon bringing nutrient rich water to the surface 
supporting high productivity in the Arabian Sea (Wiggert et al. 2000; Marra & Barber 2005). Wave 
action for most part of year is intense especially during the southwest monsoon (mid-May to mid-
September), however, during the rest of the period the sea conditions remain calm or with only 
moderate wave action. During November and February, the current in the area flows in an 
anticlockwise direction while during the remaining part of the year it is clockwise.  

This area overlaps with Churna-Kaio Island Complex Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine 
Area (EBSA) (CBD 2023a) and Malan-Gwadar Bank EBSA (CBD 2023b).  

This Important Shark and Ray Area is pelagic and is delineated from surface waters (0 m) to 100 m 
based on the occurrence of the Qualifying Species in the area. 

 

ISRA CRITERIA 

CRITERION A – VULNERABILITY 

Seven Qualifying Species considered threatened with extinction according to the IUCN Red List of 
Threatened SpeciesTM regularly occur in the area. Threatened sharks comprise one Endangered 
species; threatened rays comprise six Endangered species (IUCN 2023). 

 

SUB-CRITERION C2 – FEEDING AREAS 
Churna Island-Sonmiani Bay is an important feeding area of one shark and six ray species.  

The area is a hotspot for devil ray diversity comprising an assemblage of Oceanic Manta Ray, 
Longhorned Pygmy Devil Ray, Shorthorned Pygmy Devil Ray, Spinetail Devil Ray, Sicklefin Devil Ray, 
and Bentfin Devil Ray (Moazzam 2018; Moazzam & Osmany 2021). Understanding of the species 
composition comes from direct field observations, interviews with fishers, and monitoring of landed 
catches at nearby fish markets (particularly Karachi Fish Harbour which is nearby Churna Island-
Sonmiani Bay (Moazzam 2018; Moazzam & Osmany 2021). This assemblage is not recorded elsewhere 
along the Pakistan coast (Moazzam unpubl. data 2023).  

The area is known for its dense concentration of pelagic sergestid shrimps which attracts Whale 
Shark, devil rays, and other filter-feeding marine megafauna to the area following the boreal winter 
in March to May (Moazzam et al. 2020). Stomach content analysis of devil rays caught in the area 
have verified the presence of pelagic shrimps (Moazzam & Kazmi unpubl. data 2023). Whale Sharks 
and devil rays are regularly observed swimming at the surface in what is considered to be feeding 
behaviour (Moazzam pers. obs. 2023). Interviews with fishers indicate that they also regularly 
observe the assemblage of devil rays during the same period (March to May) and that there are 
frequent observations of devil rays leaping out of the water during this period (Moazzam unpubl. 
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data 2023). This area has long been known to be a hotspot for Whale Shark and devil rays which 
were historically hunted in the area by harpoon (Tombazi 1934; Whitley 1936), while this activity did 
not occur elsewhere along the Pakistan coast.  
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QUALIFYING SPECIES  
 

 

Scientific Name Common Name 
IUCN Red 

List 
Category 

Global 
Depth 

Range (m) 

ISRA Criteria/Sub-criteria Met 

A B C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 D1 D2 

SHARKS 

Rhincodon typus  Whale Shark EN 0–1,928 X   X      

RAYS 

Mobula birostris Oceanic Manta Ray EN 0–1,246 X   X      

Mobula eregoodoo Longhorned Pygmy Devil Ray EN 0–50 X   X     

Mobula kuhlii   Shorthorned Pygmy Devil Ray EN 0–50 X   X     

Mobula mobular Spinetail Devil Ray EN 0–1,112 X   X     

Mobula tarapacana Sicklefin Devil Ray EN 0–1,896 X   X     

Mobula thurstoni Bentfin Devil Ray EN 0–100 X   X     
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SUPPORTING SPECIES 
 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

RAYS 

Aetobatus flagellum    Longhead Eagle Ray EN 

Aetobatus ocellatus Spotted Eagle Ray EN 

Rhinoptera javanica Javan Cownose Ray EN 

Rhinoptera jayakari   Oman Cownose Ray EN 

 

IUCN Red List of Threatened Species Categories are available by searching species names at 
www.iucnredlist.org  Abbreviations refer to: CR, Critically Endangered; EN, Endangered; VU, 
Vulnerable; NT, Near Threatened; LC, Least Concern; DD, Data Deficient. 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.iucnredlist.org/


 

 
6 

REFERENCES 
 

Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). 2023a. Churna-Kaio Island Complex. Ecologically or 
Biologically Significant Areas (EBSAs). Available at: 
https://chm.cbd.int/database/record?documentID=237781 Accessed October 2023.  

Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). 2023b. Malan-Gwadar Bank. Ecologically or Biologically 
Significant Areas (EBSAs). Available at: https://chm.cbd.int/database/record?documentID=237784 
Accessed October 2023.  

IUCN. 2023. The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. Version 2022-2. Available at: 
https://www.iucnredlist.org Accessed October 2023. 

Marra J, Barber RT. 2005. Primary productivity in the Arabian Sea: A synthesis of JGOFS data. 
Progress in Oceanography 65: 159–175. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pocean.2005.03.004  

Moazzam M. 2018. Unprecedented decline in the catches of mobulids: an important component of 
tuna gillnet fisheries of the northern Arabian Sea. IOTC-2018-WPEB14-30.   

Moazzam M, Osmany HB. 2021. Species composition, commercial landings, distribution and 
conservation of fishes belonging to order Myliobatiformes from Pakistan. Karachi University 
Journal of Science 49: 1–26.  

Moazzam M, Nawaz R, Khan B, Ahmed S. 2020. Whale distribution in the northern Arabian Sea 
along coast of Pakistan in 2019 based on the information obtained through fisheries crew-based 
observer programme. Scientific Committee-International Whaling Commission SC/68B/CMP/08. 

Tombazi NA. 1934. Battle with a giant bat-ray (Dicerobatis eregoodoo). Journal of Bombay Natural 
History Society 37: 227–229. 

Whitley GP. 1936. Devil ray. Australian Museum Magazine 6: 4–12. 

Wiggert JD, Jones BH, Dickey TD, Brink KH, Weller RA, Marra J, Codispoti LA. 2000. The 
Northeast Monsoon’s impact on mixing, phytoplankton biomass and nutrient cycling in the Arabian 
Sea. Deep-Sea Research II 47: 1353–1385. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0967-0645(99)00147-2   

https://chm.cbd.int/database/record?documentID=237781
https://chm.cbd.int/database/record?documentID=237784
https://www.iucnredlist.org/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pocean.2005.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0967-0645(99)00147-2

