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Resource Potential and Status of Pearl

-

Oyster Fishery in India

Introduction

Many culiivable species of pearl oys-
ters are known to occur in the Indo-Austra-
lian Archipelago which is an important
region in the world distribution of pearl
oyslers (Alagarswami, 1983). Culture of
pearl oyslers in India was attempted at
Tuticorin as early as in 1864 (stated by
Jevabaskaran et al., 1983), however, the
actual pearl culiure project was started in
1913 by the pioneering molluscan re-
searcher Dr. James Hornell with the estab-
lishment of a pearl oyster larm at Krusadai
Island, Gulfof Mannar(Homell, 1916, 1922).

Small scale experiments on the rearing
of pearl oyster in captivity were continued
and basic data on environmental condi-
tions were collected in carlv 50's {Devanesan
and Chidambaram, 1956; Devanesan and
Chacko. 1958). Simultaneously. experi-
ments on pcarl culture were also con-
ducted at Sikka, Gulf of Kuchch in 1956
(Pandya, 1974). Mahadevan and Navar
(1968, 1973) provided the basic ccological
informations on Indian pearl banks and
Easwaran et al (1969) described the poten-
tial of pearl oyster in Gulf of Kuchch.

We prescnt herc an account of the
development of Indian Pearl fisheries that
took place over several decades and the
progress made in artificial pearl culture in
India.

Species Distribution and Ecology : The
pearl oysters belonging to genus Pinctada
comes under the familv Pteriidae. They
cnjoy a world wide distribution through the
tropical belts. They generally occur in shal-
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low subtidal areas attached to the substra-
tum firmly with the bundle of hyssus
threads. each thread having a discoid struc-
ture at the distal end for fixation. Inthe Gu¥
of Mannar which is the major source of
pearl fishery in India, the pearl oysicrs
occur on the rocky or dead coral outcrops
forming the pearl banks. The banks are
distributed over a widc arca at various
depths ranging from 15 to 25 m. Although
six species of pearl oyster are known to
occur in the Gulf of Mannar, the major
pearl, fishery is constituted by Pinciada

Jucata. In the Gulf of Kuchch, pearl oysters ,

arc found as stray individuals on 1. seels
at shallow depths upto 6 m. Some times
they can also he collected {rom the loosc
sandy or muddy substratum attached to
the submerged objects in littoral waicrs
and from the rock crevices or also from the
pillars of picrs and jetties (Alagarswami,
1977).

The pearl oyster fishery of India is
represcnted by two genera and scven spe-
cies. Pinciada Jucata (Gould), P.
margaritifera (Linnacus), P. chemnitzii
(Philippi), . sugillata (Reeve), P. anomioides
(Reeve) and P. atropurpurea (Dunker) be-
longing to the genus Pinctada and a single
species Pierict penguin_{Roding) represent-
ing genus Pleria (Fig. 1). Details of the
species distribution in Indian waters is
presented inTable 1. Pinctada fucata{Gould)
which occurs in extensive beds in the Gulf
of Mannar and to a much less extent in the
Gulf of Kuchch. supports a fishery by itself.
Being the source of the oriental pearls, P.
Jucata has its own commercial importance.
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‘The Black-lip Pinctada mergaritifera is
another commercially important pearl oys-
ter species in India, with distribution re-
stricted only to the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands and rarely collected from the main-
land (Alagarswami, 1983). It generally oc-
cupics the intertidal reet flat and is re-
corded [rom the maximum depth of 10 m.
The reef flats of Andaman and Nicobar
Island are coralline and arc interspersed
wmeetard sandy bottom, covered with algal
arowth. The other five species of pearl oys-
ter are not of much economic importance
since their pearl yield is low or the pearls
produced by them are not of good quality in
terms ol lustre (Alagarswanii, 1983).

The widely distributed P. chemnitzii is
found on the coarse sandy bottom in the
Palk Bay., Gull of Mannar, whereas on the
Central West Coast of India. it is recorded
from the subtidal rocky area (S- 10 mdepth)
as\alyan (Ranade, 1977; Parulekar, 1981).

Pearl Fisheries in India : The origin of
pearl fisheries in India is not fully under-
stood (Alagarswami and Qasim, 1973),
however, pearl ovster resources in the Gull
of Mannar have been harvested from an-
cient time. In Gulf of Mannar the pecarl
banks arc located between Kanyvakumari
and Rameswaram at varying water depths.
They can be grouped under three broad
divisions such as the northern or Kilakaral
division which extends from Adam's Bridge
to Vaipar, the Central or Tuticorin division
extending from Vaipar to Manapad and the
Southern or Kanyakumari division from
Manapad te Kanvakumari. Of this the Cen-
tral or Tuticorin division is the most pro-
ductive one (Hornell, 1922).

In the Gulf of Kuchch the pearl banks
are locally known as "KHADDAS" and are
located along the intertidal region of South-
ern Coast of Jamnagar District (Gokhale et
al., 1954; Easwaran et al., 1969). The oys-
lers are found scattered on the discontinu-
ous reefs interspered with sandy patches,

which are cxposed during the ebb tides
(Alagarswami and Qasim, 1973). There are
about 42 important recefs along thc
Jamnagar coast, in Gulf of Kuchch
{Gokhale, et al., 1954; Easwaran et al.
1969, Pandva 1974).

Potential of Pearl Oyster Culture in In-
dia: Ever since the invention of pearl cul-
ture techniques by Mikimoto of Japan, the
world pearl culture industry is growing,
amazingly. Inthe Japanese method a small
piece ol pearloysteris introduced or gralted
carefully along with a spherical shell bead
as the nucleus into a pearl oyster in be-
tween the lobes ol the gonad. The operation
is completed within a few minutes bhut it
requires expertise. ‘The beads forming the
nuclei are prepared from the hard shell of
bivalves moliuscs. The operated ovsiers are
reared in famns in calim shallow bays. The
oysters are kept in cages or sandwich nets
hanging (rom floating raflts at a depth of
about I mdown {romthe water surface. The
secretionofnacrei.e., pearlsubstance com-
mences at the end of one or two weeks and
a small sized culture pearl is formned in a
period of six months. However, the forma-
tion of large pearls takes two to three years.
While under culiure conditions, the pearl
ovster shells arc cleaned regularly, to re-
move the growth of nnwanted malcrials
such as sponges, barnacles. and ascidians
which settle on them.

As in casc of shrimips or mussel farm-
ing, the success of pearl oyster culture
depends largely on the availibility of ad-
equate quantity of pearl oyster spat. Other
important factors for commercial pearl cul-
ture are successful implantation of the
nucleus, favourable environmental condi-
tions, availability of food and absence of
parasiies and predators.

In India, attempis to rear the pearl
oysters in caplivity were made in early 50's
{Devancsan and Chidambaram, 1956). The
oysters were successf{ully reared in cages
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near Krusadai Island in the Gulf of Mannar
and secrction of nacre around the intro-
duced shell beads was observed but spheri-
cal culturc pearls where not formed
(Devanesan and Chacko. 1958). The suc-
cesslul invention of indigenous techniques
for production of cultured pearls was actu-
ally achicved in 1973 (Alagarswami and
Qasim. 1973. Alagarswami, 1974} which
gave much needed boost to pearl culture
industry in India. The natural populations
of pearl oysters of genus Pinctada have
been showing great decline, resulting in
the suspension of traditional fisheries in
the Gulf of Mannar and Gulf of Kuchch.
This prompled the farming of pearl oysters
by off bottom technique at Vcppalodai in
Tamil Nadu. Thesc efforts, initiated in the
early 70's, culminated in great sucess and
a technique for the production within 3
monthsof perfectly spherical and free perals
by transplant of biogenic or synthetic par-
ticles has been perlected by the scientists
of Central Marine Fisheries Research Insti-
tute (ICAR). Cochin.
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