Brine Shrimp Industry

The Great Salt Lake Brine Shrimp Industry began in the 1950s when adult shrimp were
harvested for the first time for aquarium food. Since the 1970s, cyst (egg) harvesting has
dominated. Over 90% of the brine shrimp eggs used to produce feed on shrimp — or prawn —
farms worldwide come from the Great Salt Lake.

Brine shrimp harvesting usually occurs in October through January. Currently, 79 harvest
permits are held by 32 companies. An average 10 million pounds (wet weight) of cysts are
harvested annually. Dry, marketable cysts comprise approximately one-third of wet harvest
weight.

Harvest yields fluctuate annually. Utah State University estimates that in the 1994-95 season
40% of the lake’s approximately 1.875 x10" cysts were harvested at a rate as high as 300,000
Ibs/day. From 1997 through 99 the Lake’s adult shrimp population fell sharply, resulting in
many fewer eggs and harvest totals reduced to one-third that of previous high-yield years.
Harvests in next three years rebounded. In 2002, an all time record of 25.7 million lbs, was
reached.

Causes for these fluctuating numbers are uncertain but seem to be related to temperature and
salinity and their effects on green algae shrimp eat. There is an ongoing study of brine shrimp
ecology, funded in large part by fees paid to harvesters. One of the study’s goals is to determine
what levels of harvest are sustainable for both human interests and for satisfying the lake’s
ecological needs, such as that for migratory birds.

Information Courtesy of FRIENDS of the Great Salt Lake
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