



Occurrence, Bycatch, and Fishery Interactions of the Vulnerable Common Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus mustelus Linnaeus, 1758) in the Mediterranean Waters off the Gaza Strip, Palestine
ABSTRACT

The Common Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus mustelus Linnaeus, 1758) is a widespread Mediterranean elasmobranch frequently impacted by artisanal fisheries. This study investigates its occurrence, bycatch patterns, habitat associations, and fishery interactions in the Gaza Strip, Palestine, based on landing-site observations, fisheries data, and fishermen interviews. Results show that the species is a regular year-round component of artisanal catches, with an estimated annual bycatch of about 200–300 individuals. It is strongly associated with sandy continental shelf habitats and is mainly captured as bycatch in bottom-set longlines, followed by trammel nets, gillnets, and bottom trawlers, reflecting strong overlap with demersal fisheries. Total lengths range from approximately 60–110 cm TL, with most individuals between 70 and 100 cm TL, while body weights range from about 1.5 to 7 kg, with occasional larger individuals exceeding 8 kg. The population is dominated by medium-sized individuals, with relatively few large adults, suggesting possible fishing-induced demographic changes. Although not a targeted species, it is regularly retained and sold locally, contributing to small-scale economic value and food supply. These findings align with broader Mediterranean evidence of declining resilience in coastal shark populations under sustained fishing pressure. Given its role as a benthic mesopredator and vulnerability to non-selective gears, current exploitation may be unsustainable. Improved monitoring, gear selectivity, and fisher awareness are recommended to support conservation and sustainable management.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Cartilaginous fishes (Class Chondrichthyes) are a highly specialized group of marine vertebrates that include sharks, rays, and chimaeras (Soldo and Lipej, 2022; Uyan et al., 2025). They are characterized by a cartilaginous skeleton, multiple gill openings, and typically slow life-history strategies such as late maturity, low fecundity, and relatively long lifespans (Colloca et al., 2017; Bradai et al., 2018). These biological traits make them particularly vulnerable to overexploitation and environmental disturbances, especially in heavily exploited marine ecosystems such as the Mediterranean Sea (Ferretti et al., 2008; Fiorentino et al., 2024).

In marine ecosystems, chondrichthyans play essential ecological roles as apex and mesopredators, contributing to the regulation of prey populations, maintaining trophic balance, and enhancing ecosystem stability and resilience (Fernandez-Corredor et al., 2024; Zampieri, 2024). However, increasing fishing pressure, habitat degradation, and long-term anthropogenic impacts have led to significant declines 
in many chondrichthyan populations worldwide, with the Mediterranean Sea recognized as one of the most affected regions (Colloca et al., 2017; Bradai et al., 2018; Consales and Marsili, 2021).

The Mediterranean Sea represents a global hotspot for elasmobranch conservation concern due to its semi-enclosed nature and long history of intensive human exploitation (Leonetti et al., 2020). Over recent decades, shark and ray populations in the basin have undergone substantial declines as a result of overfishing, habitat degradation, coastal pollution, and climate-related changes. Many species are now classified as Vulnerable, Endangered, or Critically Endangered on the IUCN Red List, reflecting the severity of population reductions and ecosystem-level impacts (Ferretti et al., 2008; Colloca et al., 2017; Bradai et al., 2018; Bouzidi et al., 2025). These pressures are compounded by intrinsic biological constraints, including low reproductive output and slow recovery rates typical of elasmobranchs.

Among Mediterranean elasmobranchs, the smooth-hound sharks represent a small but ecologically significant group within demersal fish communities. The Common Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus mustelus Linnaeus, 1758), commonly known as Smooth-hound, Smooth Dogfish, or Common Houndshark, belongs to the family Triakidae and the order Carcharhiniformes and is a widely distributed demersal species inhabiting coastal and continental shelf environments (Figures 1 & 2). It is typically associated with sandy and muddy substrates, where it feeds mainly on benthic invertebrates and small demersal fishes (Heemstra, 1997; Filiz, 2009; Gračan et al., 2014; Ahmed et al., 2022a). Like other smooth-hound sharks, it often forms aggregations of relatively large numbers, moving in groups reminiscent of a pack of dogs, which is reflected in the common name “hounds.” Ecologically, the species plays an important role in benthic food webs, contributing to energy transfer and the regulation of demersal ecosystem dynamics. The Common Smooth-hound Shark is currently classified as Vulnerable (VU) on the IUCN Red List due to increasing fishing pressure, incidental capture in demersal fisheries, and population declines reported from several parts of its Mediterranean distribution range (Espino et al., 2022).
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Figure 1: The Common Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus mustelus Linnaeus, 1758
[Source: https://www.sharks.org/smoothhound-mustelus-mustelus]
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Figure 2: The Common Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus mustelus Linnaeus, 1758), a widely distributed demersal species in the Mediterranean Sea

[Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Common_smooth-hound]

The Mediterranean smooth-hound assemblage is composed primarily of three closely related species: Common Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus mustelus Linnaeus, 1758), Blackspotted Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus punctulatus Risso, 1827), and Starry Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus asterias Cloquet, 1819). The Common Smooth-hound Shark is the most widespread and frequently recorded species across the basin and is regularly reported in artisanal and trawl fisheries (Figures 1 & 2) (Heemstra, 1997; Colloca et al., 2017; Barbato et al., 2025). The Blackspotted Smooth-hound Shark is mainly distributed in the central and eastern Mediterranean and is often confused with the Common Smooth-hound Shark due to their high morphological similarity, which complicates fisheries identification and reporting (Di Francesco, 2011; Gračan et al., 2021; Barbato et al., 2025). The Starry Smooth-hound Shark occurs mainly in the western and northern Mediterranean, where it inhabits similar demersal habitats and contributes to local elasmobranch assemblages (Farrell et al., 2010; Brevé et al., 2016; Biton-Porsmoguer, 2022). Collectively, these species share similar life-history traits, including demersal habits, benthic feeding, and relatively low reproductive rates, making them highly vulnerable to fishing pressure and bycatch mortality (Colloca et al., 2017; Cashion et al., 2019; Barbato et al., 2025).

The Common Smooth-hound Shark exhibits biological characteristics typical of many demersal elasmobranchs, including moderate growth rates, delayed maturity, and low fecundity. These traits make it particularly susceptible to fishing mortality, especially in coastal areas where artisanal fisheries operate intensively. Across the Mediterranean, the species is frequently captured by bottom trawls, gillnets, trammel nets, and longlines, either as a targeted resource or as bycatch in mixed fisheries (Bradai, 2014; Bengil and Başusta, 2018; Mehanna et al., 2025). Despite its ecological and economic importance, several regional studies have reported population declines driven by sustained fishing pressure (Colloca et al., 2017; Fiorentino et al., 2024).

A substantial body of research has addressed different aspects of the biology and ecology of the Common Smooth-hound Shark across the Mediterranean, including feeding ecology (Filiz, 2009; Saidi et al., 2009; Kara et al., 2019), reproductive biology (Saïdi et al., 2008; Capapé et al., 2006; Özden and Irmak, 2025), population genetics and structure (Espino et al., 2022; Barbato et al., 2025), movement and migration patterns (Brevé et al., 2016), and broader ecological and conservation assessments (Storelli et al., 2011; Esposito et al., 2024; Sciuto et al., 2026). These studies collectively highlight both the ecological importance of the species and growing concerns regarding its long-term sustainability.

Despite this extensive regional knowledge, smooth-hound sharks continue to experience substantial fishing pressure throughout the Mediterranean, particularly from small-scale coastal fisheries. Bottom-contact fishing gears remain major drivers of bycatch mortality for elasmobranchs, contributing to population declines and reduced ecosystem resilience (Bradai et al., 2018; Saidi et al., 2023). Furthermore, underreporting and taxonomic aggregation in fisheries statistics often obscure the true extent of catches and population trends for smooth-hound sharks (Cashion et al., 2019).

In the southeastern Mediterranean, elasmobranch research remains comparatively limited, although studies from Egypt, Tunisia, Türkiye, and Libya have improved regional understanding of species composition, fisheries interactions, and conservation status (Başusta et al., 2016; Akel & Karachle, 2017; Enajjar et al., 2022; Balàka et al., 2023; Artüz & Fricke, 2024; Mehanna et al., 2025). These studies collectively emphasize the need for localized monitoring and improved management strategies in understudied coastal ecosystems.

The Mediterranean coastal waters off the Gaza Strip represent a narrow yet ecologically important marine environment that supports artisanal fisheries and contributes significantly to local livelihoods and food security. However, this ecosystem is subjected to continuous anthropogenic pressures, including overfishing, habitat degradation, pollution, sewage discharge, and unregulated fishing practices (Abd Rabou et al., 2007; Abd Rabou, 2013). These pressures have severely impacted marine biodiversity, particularly vulnerable groups such as sharks and rays. In parallel, the vertebrate fauna of the Gaza Strip, including marine components, has been documented through local zoological collections and museum-based records that provide useful background on regional biodiversity and species occurrence (Abd Rabou et al., 2025a).
Recent studies conducted in the Gaza Strip marine area and adjacent southeastern Mediterranean context have documented a wide range of elasmobranch-related records and observations, highlighting the ecological and scientific importance of sharks and rays in Palestinian waters (Abd Rabou et al., 2025b). These include the Bluntnose Sixgill Shark (Hexanchus griseus Bonnaterre, 1788) (Abd Rabou, 2026a), the Giant Devil Ray (Mobula mobular Bonnaterre, 1788) (Abd Rabou, 2026b), and the Honeycomb Whipray (Himantura uarnak Forsskål, 1775) (Abd Rabou, 2026c). Additional studies have reported the Angular Roughshark (Oxynotus centrina Linnaeus, 1758), Whale Shark (Rhincodon typus Smith, 1828), Scalloped Hammerhead Shark (Sphyrna lewini Griffith & Smith, 1834), and carcharhinid sharks (Abd Rabou et al., 2026a–d). Other records include critically endangered guitarfishes (Glaucostegus cemiculus Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, 1817 and Rhinobatos rhinobatos Linnaeus, 1758) (Abd Rabou et al., 2026e), electric rays (Torpedo marmorata Risso, 1810 and Torpedo torpedo Linnaeus, 1758) (Abd Rabou et al., 2026f), and the rediscovered Spiny Butterfly Ray (Gymnura altavela Linnaeus, 1758) (Abd Rabou et al., 2026g). Collectively, these studies demonstrate the ecological richness of elasmobranch assemblages in Gaza waters and their strong exposure to artisanal fishing activities.

However, despite this growing body of literature, specific information on the occurrence, bycatch, and fishery interactions of the Common Smooth-hound Shark in the Gaza Strip remains limited and fragmented, with most records derived from opportunistic catches rather than systematic monitoring. Accordingly, the present study aims to investigate the occurrence and bycatch patterns of the Common Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus mustelus Linnaeus, 1758) in the Mediterranean waters off the Gaza Strip, Palestine, with particular emphasis on capture frequency, fishing gears involved, and associated fishery interactions. The study also seeks to provide baseline information on local exploitation patterns and contribute to improved understanding of the species’ status in southeastern Mediterranean waters, thereby supporting future conservation and ecosystem-based fisheries management strategies.

2. METHODOLOGY
2.1. Data Collection and Field Surveys

This descriptive study was based on repeated field surveys conducted at major fisheries landing sites and fish markets along the Gaza Strip coast, where marine catches are routinely landed, sorted, and sold. The surveys focused on documenting the occurrence and bycatch of the Common Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus mustelus Linnaeus, 1758) whenever specimens were encountered. Species identification was verified through external morphological characteristics and diagnostic features using standard taxonomic references (e.g., Serena, 2005; Bariche, 2012; Golani & Fricke, 2018). Whenever possible, basic morphometric data were recorded and photographic documentation was taken to support identification. In addition, semi-structured interviews were conducted with fishermen, fish traders, and fisheries officials from the Palestinian Ministry of Agriculture to gather complementary qualitative information on capture methods, fishing grounds, seasonal occurrence, utilization, and economic importance of the species.

2.2. Study Area and Fisheries Context

The study was carried out along the Mediterranean coastline of the Gaza Strip, southeastern Mediterranean Sea (Figure 3), a narrow coastal zone (~42 km long) with an area of approximately 365 km² and a population exceeding 2.4 million inhabitants. Geographically, the Gaza Strip is located on the eastern coast of the Mediterranean Sea, bordered by Egypt to the south and the occupied Palestinian territories of 1948 to the east and north. The area is characterized by intensive small-scale artisanal fisheries involving thousands of fishermen operating a diverse fleet of small vessels using multiple gear types, including trammel nets, gillnets, longlines, handlines, trawls, and small purse seines. These fisheries primarily target demersal and pelagic teleosts, cephalopods, and crustaceans, while cartilaginous fishes, particularly sharks and rays, are commonly recorded as incidental bycatch. Some of these species, including the Common Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus mustelus Linnaeus, 1758) are retained for local consumption and market sale. Their presence in landings reflects both their ecological role in the Mediterranean ecosystem and their continued exposure to fishing pressure in the coastal waters of the Gaza Strip.
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Figure 3: Map of Palestine showing the location of the Gaza Strip along the southeastern Mediterranean coast.

3. RESULTS

3.1. Species Identification and Diagnostic Characteristics

The Common Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus mustelus Linnaeus, 1758) was identified from specimens landed along the Mediterranean coast of the Gaza Strip (Figure 4). Species identification was confirmed through examination of external morphological features and comparison with standard taxonomic keys for Mediterranean elasmobranchs. The observed characteristics were fully consistent with published descriptions of the species throughout its Mediterranean distribution range. The examined specimens exhibited a slender, moderately elongated fusiform body adapted to a demersal mode of life. The head was relatively narrow with a distinctly pointed snout, while the eyes were moderately large and oval, accompanied by small spiracles positioned immediately behind them. The mouth was ventrally located, consistent with benthic feeding behavior. Dorsal coloration ranged from uniform grey to greyish-brown, gradually fading to a pale whitish ventral surface. The skin was covered with fine dermal denticles, producing the smooth texture characteristic of the genus Mustelus. The species possessed two spineless dorsal fins, with the first dorsal fin noticeably larger than the second. The first dorsal fin originated above the base of the pectoral fins, whereas the second dorsal fin was positioned slightly anterior to the anal fin. In addition, the species exhibited a well-developed heterocercal caudal fin and a relatively small anal fin (Figure 4). These combined morphological characteristics confirmed the identity of the examined specimens.
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Figure 4: Incidentally caught specimens of the Common Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus mustelus Linnaeus, 1758), each measuring approximately 100 cm in total length (TL) and weighing about 7 kg, displayed at fish markets in Gaza City. The specimen on the left was photographed on March 2026, whereas the specimen on the right was photographed in June 2018.
3.2. Occurrence, Abundance, and Size Structure

The Common Smooth-hound Shark was consistently recorded as a relatively frequent component of artisanal fisheries landings in the Gaza Strip. Information obtained from fish landing sites, fish markets, and fishermen interviews indicated that the species occurs throughout the year without a clearly defined seasonal pattern. Based on fisheries-dependent observations and aggregated fishermen estimates, the annual bycatch was estimated at approximately 200–300 individuals across various size categories. However, some higher unofficial estimates were occasionally reported by local fishing stakeholders and informal sources. These estimates suggest that the species represents one of the most frequently landed sharks in Gaza Strip waters, ranking second in abundance after the Sandbar Shark (Carcharhinus plumbeus Nardo, 1827), which has been reported as the dominant shark species in local fisheries according to Abd Rabou et al. (2023, 2026d). Nevertheless, the lack of systematic monitoring and species-specific landing records introduces a degree of uncertainty into these estimates. Locally measured specimens exhibited a total length (TL) range of approximately 60–110 cm. Corresponding body weights ranged from approximately 1.5 to 7 kg, while larger specimens occasionally approached or slightly exceeded 8 kg. Most landed individuals were concentrated within intermediate size classes ranging between 70 and 100 cm TL. Fishermen further indicated that larger individuals are more frequently encountered in offshore fishing grounds than in nearshore waters.

3.3. Habitat Characteristics and Feeding Ecology

Fishermen indicated that the Common Smooth-hound Shark mainly inhabits offshore demersal habitats associated with sandy seabed substrates. Most captures were reported from deeper fishing grounds located beyond the nearshore zone. These observations agree with the known ecological preference of the species for continental shelf habitats, where it feeds primarily on benthic invertebrates and small demersal fishes.

3.4. Capture Methods, Gear Types, and Fisheries Interactions

In Gaza Strip artisanal fisheries, the Common Smooth-hound Shark is captured mainly as incidental bycatch. Based on fishermen interviews, landing-site observations, and prevailing fishing practices, the principal capture methods can be arranged according to their relative importance as follows:

· Bottom-set longlines: These represent the primary fishing gear responsible for capturing the species. Hooks deployed near the seabed effectively intercept sharks during benthic foraging activity over continental shelf habitats.

· Trammel nets: Trammel nets constitute the second most important capture method and are widely used in both coastal and offshore waters. Their multi-layered structure facilitates entanglement of demersal sharks moving close to the seabed.

· Bottom gillnets: Bottom-set gillnets also contribute substantially to incidental captures, particularly over sandy and mixed benthic substrates where the species commonly occurs.

· Bottom trawling: The species is frequently captured as bycatch in bottom trawling operations due to its close association with seabed habitats inhabited by commercially important fishes and crustaceans. In the Gaza Strip, bottom trawling represents a major fishing pressure affecting not only this species but also other components of marine biodiversity. Intensive trawling activity is considered a contributing factor to local population declines and ecological disturbance in benthic habitats.

Overall, fisheries interactions of the species in Gaza Strip waters are dominated by bottom-contact fishing gears, particularly bottom-set longlines, trammel nets, gillnets, and demersal trawlers, reflecting its demersal ecological behavior.

3.5. Bycatch Composition Context

The fisheries in the Gaza Strip are characterized by mixed-species catches resulting from the use of non-selective demersal fishing gears operating mainly over extensive sandy substrates of the continental shelf. The sandy nature of the seabed supports a diverse benthic assemblage, leading to the frequent co-occurrence of multiple fishery resources in the same fishing grounds. The Common Smooth-hound Shark is commonly captured alongside other elasmobranchs inhabiting sandy-bottom environments, particularly stingrays and guitarfishes, as well as occasional small coastal shark species. These taxa share similar habitat preferences and are therefore regularly caught together in artisanal fisheries. Demersal teleost fishes are also a major component of the bycatch, including mullets (Mugilidae), goatfishes (Mullidae), croakers (Sciaenidae), groupers (Serranidae), and flatfishes (Pleuronectiformes), all of which are associated with sandy or soft-bottom habitats. In addition, marine invertebrates such as crabs, shrimp, cuttlefish, and squids are frequently captured in the same fishing operations. Overall, the overlap of elasmobranchs, demersal fishes, and benthic invertebrates reflects the high biodiversity of sandy-bottom habitats in the Gaza Strip and the non-selective nature of the fishing gears used.

3.6. Market Availability, Utilization, and Economic Importance

The Common Smooth-hound Shark is regularly, although variably, present in fish markets of the Gaza Strip depending on fishing effort, weather conditions, and seasonal fishing activity. Captured individuals are generally retained and marketed for local consumption rather than discarded. Interviews with fishermen and fish traders revealed that the species is well accepted by consumers and is commonly sold fresh. The species is usually prepared fried or incorporated into traditional Palestinian seafood dishes such as “Sayadieh”, a popular rice-based fish meal prepared with spiced rice, onions, and fish broth. In this respect, the species is treated similarly to several other cartilaginous and bony fishes commonly consumed in the Gaza Strip. Economically, the species represents a moderate-value fishery resource. Although it is not specifically targeted, its relatively frequent occurrence in fisheries landings provides an important supplementary source of income for fishermen and fish vendors. Compared with more rarely encountered elasmobranch species, the Common Smooth-hound Shark possesses greater local economic significance because of its more consistent availability in local markets. Based on landing estimates, the species contributes a noticeable proportion of the shark-related fishery value in the Gaza Strip.

3.7. Conservation Status and Fisheries Awareness

Interviews revealed limited awareness among fishermen regarding the ecological importance and conservation status of the Common Smooth-hound Shark. Although personnel at the General Directorate of Fisheries within the Ministry of Agriculture demonstrated a general understanding of the vulnerability of sharks and other elasmobranchs, most fishermen regarded the species as a common and unprotected fishery resource. No species-specific monitoring programs, management measures, or conservation regulations targeting the Common Smooth-hound Shark were identified within the Gaza Strip fisheries sector despite the annual capture and marketing of several hundred individuals. This situation reflects a substantial gap in fisheries governance and public awareness that may negatively affect the long-term sustainability of the species in local Mediterranean waters.

3.8. Scientific Importance of the Study

This study provides updated baseline information on the occurrence, abundance, fisheries interactions, habitat characteristics, and utilization of the Common Smooth-hound Shark in the southeastern Mediterranean Sea off the Gaza Strip. The findings confirm the relatively frequent occurrence of the species in artisanal fisheries landings and highlight its importance as a recurrent bycatch component in local demersal fisheries. The study also demonstrates the value of fisheries-dependent observations and local ecological knowledge (LEK) in improving understanding of elasmobranch populations in data-limited regions such as the Gaza Strip.

4. DISCUSSION
The present study demonstrates that the Common Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus mustelus Linnaeus, 1758) is a persistent and regularly occurring bycatch species in artisanal fisheries along the Mediterranean coast of the Gaza Strip. Its continuous presence in landings reflects a strong ecological overlap between demersal fishing activities and the species’ natural distribution over soft-bottom continental shelf habitats (Falsone & Vitale, 2017). This pattern is consistent with findings from across the Mediterranean basin, where smooth-hound sharks are commonly associated with bottom-set gears such as trammel nets, gillnets, longlines, and bottom trawls operating in shallow shelf environments (Cugini & De Maddalena, 2003; Saidi et al., 2023; Fiorentino et al., 2024).

The year-round occurrence of the smooth-hound shark in the Gaza Strip waters suggests a predominantly resident coastal population rather than a seasonally migratory one (Martin et al., 2010; Quigley, 2016; Karampetsis et al., 2022; Barcelona et al., 2026). This stability is likely driven by the species’ demersal lifestyle, preference for sandy and muddy substrates, and the relatively stable environmental conditions of the southeastern Mediterranean shelf (Colloca et al., 2017; Barcelona et al., 2026). Similar ecological behavior has been reported for smooth-hound populations in other Mediterranean regions, where individuals exhibit high site fidelity and limited large-scale movement patterns (Colloca et al., 2017; Fiorentino et al., 2024). In such systems, variability in catches is more strongly influenced by fishing effort than by natural seasonal migration, highlighting the dominant role of fisheries pressure in shaping observed abundance patterns.

The size structure recorded in this study, characterized by a dominance of medium-sized individuals and scarcity of large adults (Kabasakal et al., 2025), is particularly important from a population dynamics perspective (Maduna et al., 2016; Maduna & Bester-van der Merwe, 2017; Ahmed et al., 2022b; Barcelona et al., 2024; Ziani et al., 2025). This pattern may reflect long-term selective removal of larger individuals, which are typically more vulnerable due to higher catchability and increased interaction with fishing gears. Such demographic truncation has been widely documented in Mediterranean smooth-hound populations and is generally associated with intense and prolonged fishing pressure (Ahmed et al., 2022b; Barcelona et al., 2024). Given that smooth-hound sharks are relatively slow-growing and have moderate reproductive output (Elisio et al., 2026), the loss of large mature females may significantly reduce reproductive capacity and long-term population resilience (Bitalo et al., 2015). This may affect long-term population sustainability and recovery potential in heavily exploited coastal system
Ecologically, the smooth-hound shark functions as a mesopredator in benthic food webs, feeding mainly on crustaceans, mollusks, and small demersal fishes (Jardas et al., 2007; Lipej et al., 2011; Di Lorenzo et al., 2020; Fernandez-Corredor et al., 2024). Its strong dependence on soft-bottom habitats increases its susceptibility to fishing gears operating in the same environments. Bottom-set longlines and entangling nets are particularly effective in capturing this species due to both bait attraction and passive interception along the seabed. This habitat overlap reinforces its high bycatch vulnerability and explains its frequent capture in artisanal fisheries across the Mediterranean (Gračan et al., 2014; Notarbartolo di Sciara & Serena, 2014).

Fishing gear analysis in the Gaza Strip indicates that bottom-set longlines are the primary capture method, followed by trammel nets, gillnets, and bottom trawls. This hierarchy reflects both gear deployment intensity and species behavior (Louhichi et al., 2025). Longlines, in particular, are highly efficient in capturing demersal elasmobranchs due to baited hooks placed directly within their foraging habitat. Similarly, gillnets and trammel nets contribute significantly to bycatch mortality through non-selective entanglement (Yiğin et al., 2016; Scacco et al., 2023). Comparable gear-driven mortality patterns have been widely reported in Mediterranean artisanal and small-scale fisheries, where bottom-contact gears are recognized as major sources of elasmobranch depletion (Ceyhan et al., 2010; Colloca et al., 2017).

The composition of the bycatch assemblage associated with smooth-hound sharks further highlights the ecological richness of Gaza’s sandy-bottom ecosystems. The frequent co-occurrence of rays, guitarfishes, benthic teleosts, and crustaceans reflects a complex demersal community structure. However, it also demonstrates the non-selective nature of artisanal fishing gears, which simultaneously exploit multiple trophic levels (Despoti et al., 2021; Jiménez-Alvarado et al., 2026). Similar multispecies bycatch patterns have been documented in other Mediterranean shelf systems, where habitat overlap leads to the concurrent capture of vulnerable elasmobranchs and commercially valuable fish species (Saidi et al., 2023).

From a socio-economic perspective, the smooth-hound shark is not a primary target species but is regularly retained and sold in local markets. This secondary utilization provides supplementary income to fishers and contributes to local seafood supply. However, the increasing human consumption of smooth-hound sharks may also raise concerns regarding contaminant accumulation and seafood safety in Mediterranean coastal environments, particularly in regions exposed to chronic anthropogenic pollution (Parton et al., 2020; Molera et al., 2024; Özyılmaz et al., 2024; De Loose et al., 2025). However, this practice may also mask underlying population declines by maintaining demand for a continuously exploited species. Similar patterns have been reported across Mediterranean coastal communities, where smooth-hounds are increasingly integrated into artisanal fisheries economies despite conservation concerns (Fowler et al., 2005).

A key issue emerging from this study is the gap in awareness among fishers regarding the conservation status of smooth-hound sharks. Although the species is globally recognized as vulnerable due to widespread declines in several regions of the Mediterranean, it is still locally perceived as common and resilient (Luque Cabrera et al., 2026). This mismatch between scientific assessments and local perception represents a major barrier to effective fisheries management in small-scale fisheries systems (Barbato et al., 2021; Follesa et al., 2021). Without targeted outreach and education, continued unregulated bycatch may contribute to gradual but unnoticed population depletion.

Within the broader southeastern Mediterranean context, the Gaza marine ecosystem represents a highly constrained and intensively exploited coastal environment. The combination of limited spatial extent, high fishing pressure, and lack of effective spatial management intensifies risks for demersal shark populations. In such systems, even moderate levels of bycatch can have disproportionate ecological consequences due to limited refuges and reduced population recovery capacity. These pressures are further exacerbated by habitat degradation, coastal pollution, and anthropogenic disturbance, all of which may reduce habitat quality for benthic elasmobranchs.

Overall, this study provides evidence that the smooth-hound shark in Gaza waters is subject to continuous fishing pressure driven by non-selective bottom fisheries. The ecological dependence of the species on shallow soft-bottom habitats, combined with its susceptibility to commonly used fishing gears, underscores its vulnerability in this region (Falsone et al., 2022). These findings highlight the need for precautionary management approaches to prevent long-term declines.

Conclusion
The present study confirms 
that the Common Smooth-hound Shark (Mustelus mustelus) occurs regularly in artisanal fisheries landings along the Mediterranean coast of the Gaza Strip. The species is mainly associated with sandy demersal habitats and is captured incidentally by bottom-contact fishing gears, particularly bottom-set longlines, trammel nets, gillnets, and bottom trawlers. Observed and reported specimens were mostly medium-sized individuals, while large adults appeared less frequent in landings. Although the species is not primarily targeted, it is commonly retained, sold, and consumed locally, giving it moderate fishery value. The estimated annual bycatch of approximately 200–300 individuals suggests continued fishing pressure, but this figure requires confirmation through systematic monitoring. The study provides useful baseline information from a data-limited southeastern Mediterranean area. Improved species-specific landing records, monitoring of size structure, documentation of gear interactions, and awareness among fishermen are recommended to support more sustainable management of this vulnerable elasmobranch.

Limitation
This study was mainly based on landing-site observations, market records, and fishermen interviews rather than a standardized fishery-independent sampling design. The annual bycatch estimate was approximate and not supported by continuous catch-per-unit-effort data. The number of observed specimens, survey frequency, interview sample size, and seasonal coverage were not clearly quantified. No population modelling, reproductive assessment, genetic confirmation, or long-term trend analysis was performed. Therefore, the findings should be interpreted as baseline descriptive evidence rather than a definitive stock assessment. Further systematic monitoring is needed to confirm abundance, size structure, seasonality, and sustainability.
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