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Abstract

During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the British East India Company,
followed by the British government, profoundly reshaped the exploitation of natural
resources in the Persian Gulf, deeply entwined with the region’s commercial,
military, and geographical structures. Its distinctive climate, flora and fauna, and
productive maritime and agricultural systems made the Gulf a key focus of British
and East India economic policy. This study investigates the expansion of trade in
slaves, pearls, industrial goods, and foodstuffs, by using historical and content
analysis methods, seeks to answer this question: “how the slave and pearl trades
interacted with the local environment and what destructive effects have these trades
on ecosystems and indigenous structures?” The core argument is that British profit-
driven priorities dominated trade, leading to extensive overexploitation of local
resources, with environmental concerns addressed only when they aligned with
economic and geopolitical interests. Focusing particularly on the slave and pearl
trades, the research draws upon surviving records of the East India Company and
British India. The findings show that Britain’s colonial presence accelerated
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depletion, undermined ecological resilience, and disrupted the subsistence systems
of local communities. Overall, the study demonstrates that under the logic of
economic domination, environmental preservation was considered primarily when it
served the objectives of the colonial power.

Keywords: Britain; East India Company; Environment; Historical Records; Persian
Gulf; Trade.

Introduction

In the study of historical geography and environmental change, political, military,
and economic factors -along with the presence of colonial powers- constitute critical
variables. The activities of these powers, particularly their patterns of economic
exploitation, had a profound impact on environmental transformations and on the
livelihoods of indigenous populations within their spheres of control. The nineteenth
and twentieth centuries marked a period of major economic and political
transformation in the Persian Gulf. The presence of the British East India Company,
followed by the British government, as well as the growing interest of other
European states in the region’s natural resources, turned the Persian Gulf into a
central arena of colonial rivalry. Abundant natural reserves, strategic waterways, and
remarkable biodiversity -especially in marine life- were among the key factors that
attracted imperial attention. Trades in slaves, pearls, sponges, dates, and cereals
constituted the primary sectors into which Britain sought to expand or secure long-
term dominance. While these efforts were largely driven by the ambition to
consolidate regional supremacy and secure economic and political advantage, they
also had deeply destructive consequences for the Persian Gulf’s natural resources
and local communities. Although the relationship between geography and
environment has often been addressed, the intersection of environmental studies and
historical analysis has remained underexplored. In the historical geography of the
Persian Gulf, trade- conducted primarily through maritime routes- played a decisive
role in reshaping both environmental and social patterns, making it a critical subject
of inquiry. Historical investigations not only trace trajectories of climatic and
environmental change but also shed light on the drivers of ecosystem degradation
and the external pressures that undermined ecological resilience. Among the most
damaging of these drivers was the arrival of colonial powers and their unrestrained
exploitation of natural resources, a phenomenon clearly visible in Britain’s

expanding political and commercial activities in the Persian Gulf. Numerous reports
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from the East India Company and later the British government explicitly

acknowledge these harmful effects.

Methods & Materials

The primary sources for this study consist of archival documents, confidential
correspondence, and annual political reports prepared by British representatives in
the Persian Gulf, along with surveys on climate and weather patterns, agricultural
production, marine resources and fishing practices, and available trade statistics.
These reports were compiled by informants and official representatives of the East
India Company and the British government in ports such as Bandar Abbas, Bushehr,
Lengeh, Basra, Bahrain, Muscat, Oman, and other Iranian and Arab coastal
settlements. Following an interdisciplinary historical-environmental approach, this
research combines historical analysis with document content analysis.

Discussion & Result

The primary goal of Britain during the East India Company’s eighteenth-century
activities in the Persian Gulf was to dominate the region to safeguard its economic and
political interests in India. Commercially, in the early years of British presence in the
region, British forces were not permitted to engage in lucrative local trades, such as
pearl fishing, the slave trade, which remained the domain of local merchants.
Consequently, the presence of permanent military forces became essential, prompting
Britain to establish continuous influence in the Persian Gulf. Britain’s specialists in
maritime and environmental fields assessed the region for multiple objectives;
however, attention to environmental protection, conservation, or local flora and fauna
was largely ignored, with economic profit being the primary concern.

One of the major economic sectors in the Persian Gulf that significantly impacted
the region’s social structure, living conditions, and environment was the slave trade.
The slaves were imported during three main periods, collectively referred to as the
“slave season,” via the Persian Gulf, Gulf of Oman, and the Red Sea, to reach the
target markets in the region. Persian Gulf sailors had to endure three severe storm
periods. In late winter, there was only a short one-month period suitable for sailing,
and this trade’s seasons aligned closely with the Persian Gulf’s climate.

Pearl trade is another sector. Before foreign merchants became involved, pearl
diving was done with simple local tools in shallow waters, as locals lacked

equipment to reach deeper pearl beds. According to British reports, pearl beds were
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classified into three marine zones. British traders’ knowledge of the environment
and the life cycle of pearl oysters was limited to local knowledge, lacking precise
data. Therefore, they studied the Persian Gulf’s seabed in detail, focusing on critical
factors such as controlling external threats to the oyster life cycle, monitoring water
temperature and climate, etc. Based on these considerations, several northern and
southern Persian Gulf sites became primary centers for pearl divers and merchants
from the 18th to 20th centuries.

Conclusion

An examination of the commercial role of the East India Company and Britain in the
Persian Gulf shows that the economic policies of these colonial institutions were
directly linked to their political and military objectives. Initially, East India
Company acted as the main vehicle for British colonial entry into the region;
however, after its dissolution and the transfer of authority to the British government,
not only did the pattern of exploitation continue, but it intensified. The Company
established commercial dependency mechanisms through extensive exploitation of
natural and human resources, while official representatives of the British
government expanded this framework into a comprehensive and durable system for
regional control. With the establishment of formal British offices in the region,
Britain’s colonial power surpassed the limits of the Company’s period. Within this
framework, trades such as the slave trade were not merely economic activities but
tools to deepen British networks of influence and ensure control over regional
security and vital resources. This process imposed a heavy toll on the environment
and local ecosystems. Neglecting natural capacities and failing to manage resources
sustainably caused serious damage to the Persian Gulf’s ecological structure, with
long-term consequences for the livelihoods and daily lives of local populations.
Overexploitation of resources such as chromium, coal, lime, sulfur, and especially
marine resources like pearls and fish, along with unprecedented pressure on
underground water reserves, rendered the Persian Gulf’s ecological systems highly
vulnerable and disrupted natural cycles of resource renewal. The presence of foreign
forces, increased migration, and consumption beyond the region’s capacity led to
biological crises, including shortages of drinking water for local communities.
Transferring portions of water and other key resources outside the region and
ignoring natural capacities further disrupted renewable resources. Ultimately, this
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weakened local livelihoods, increased dependency on colonial systems, and altered
traditional patterns of life.

The extensive removal of local products and exploitation of regional resources
caused local populations to lose some of their economic opportunities. Traditional
and sustainable trade, developed over years according to the region’s natural
capacities, was replaced by unregulated commercial exploitation; an exploitation
that ignored local needs and failed to preserve resources for future generations. This
disregard for sustainable development weakened the social and environmental ties of
communities to their surroundings and significantly affected their food security and
economic stability. Environmentally, the Persian Gulf’s ecosystem suffered not only
from the depletion of underground resources. Overfishing and excessive pearl
harvesting reduced biodiversity and disrupted natural balance in marine habitats,
while pressure on mineral and soil resources disturbed geological cycles and coastal
vegetation. These changes had direct ecological consequences and eroded the
adaptive and survival capacity of local communities, whose livelihoods depended on

these resources.
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1. Environmental History of Great Britain

2. The Ecological Component of Environmental Impact Assessment: A Critical Review of
British Environmental Statements.
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