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Notes on the Pearl Oyster (Mutiara) produc-
tion in Malaku Province, Eastern Indonesia

Pearl oyster farms make up the largest number of
aquaculture businesses in the Maluku Province of
eastern Indonesia. Here, suitable areas for culture
are relatively distant from high density human
populations.

The greatest concentration of farms is located in
Maluku Tengara (S.E. Malaku) — the Aru Islands,
someintheKeilslandsandinthe Tanimbar Islands.

by Rick Braley, Nell Tetelepta and Bob Mosse
Pattimura University
Poka-Ambon, Maluku, Indonesia

The main farms are joint ventures with Japanese
companies. The Indonesian-owned companies are
new, small, and susceptible to any short- or long-
term disasters.

The Provincial Government Fisheries Department
(Dinas Perikanan — Ambon) produces annual
statistical records for Maluku Province. Thedropin
production of whole shell in 1990 to about half the
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production seen in 1989 (Figure 1a) may indicate
that overharvest has occurred, particularly since
the same production figure was also obtained in
1991, despite aconsiderable increase in the value of
the shell between 1989 and 1990/1991. Pearl oyster
beds have been quite heavily fished to supply
mother-of-pearl for the implantation operation for
most of the farms in maluku Tengara (and one
hatchery/farm in maluku Tengah. Loose pearl
production hassteadily increased since 1988 (Figure
1b). Although not included in Figure 1b, the half-
pearl production was only recorded for 1987. There
were 20 kg of half-pearls produced, valued at US$
540,000.

Major mortality of pearl oysters

A very serious mortality rate of stocks held in
baskets hanging from rafts, as well as of new stocks
collected fromthe wild, has plagued the industryin
the Aru Islandssince November 1992. Itisestimated
that 85-90 per cent of all stocks have succumbed to
the unknown ‘disease’. The Pos Maluku (newspaper)
stated in mid-February that Rp 80,000,000 (2,000 Rp
= 1 US$) were lost by the combined pearl oyster
businesses. Oysters which contract the unknown
‘disease’ look healthy, but within two or three days
only a gaping shell with dead soft tissues remains.

A similar mass mortality occurred at Aru farms
about 40 years ago.

It was suggested to us that a certain farmer in Aru
has not lost stocks of oysters like many other
businesses and that he reputedly handles them
better after harvest from the bottom. This would
resultin lessstress on the oysters and perhaps these
oysters could maintain resistance to the ‘disease’
especially if it were an opportunistic pathogen
rather than a primary pathogen. Heavy rains at the
end of the year and the resultant lowered surface
salinity may have stressed oysters which were
collected from deep water and held at the surface in
a parahu (outrigger canoe) for up to several hours
before being transported to the rafts for holding.

Diver deaths

Not only is the industry suffering from loss of
product, but a quite serious mortality rate of divers
occurs hereinthe Aru Islands. Many divers, though
accustomed to deep snorkel dives, are taughtto use
scubagear (although notto PADI or other standards)
and coerced to dive to depths of 50-70 m up to five
or more times per day. There were 18 deathsamong
divers in 1992 and 4 by the end of January 1993.
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