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Study of the Aitutaki trochus fishery

Background

Exportsoftrochusshell from Pacific Island countries
were worth an estimated US$ 26 million in 1989.
Most of this revenue is returned directly to rural
communities where the harvesting takes place.
Trochus fisheries make an important contribution
to rural economies in many countries, thereby
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helping to mitigate against urban drift and other
undesirable effects of centralised economic
development. Pacific Island governments recognise
the importance of trochus and other marine
invertebrate fisheries in maintaining economic and
social stability in rural areas, and are keen to ensure
that these resources are managed wisely and
sustainably.
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Aitutaki trochus fishery

Trochusisoneofthe mostvaluable marine resources
presently exploited in the Cook Islands, mainly on
the island of Aitutaki. The most recent harvest of
trochus at Aitutaki, in late 1990, was 35 tonnes,
which sold for a total of about NZ$245,000. This
income makes an extremely valuable contribution
to the islands economy.

Trochus is not native to Aitutaki: 300 mature adults
were introduced in 1957 and the present-day fishery
has developed from this initial breeding stock.
Following the establishment of the Aitutaki
population, the Cook Islands Ministry of Marine
Resources (MMR) has attempted to introduce
trochus to other islands in the Cooks, and these
efforts are continuing.

The growth of the Aitutaki population following
introduction has been subject to research by MMR
and there exists a body of historical data on the
population. Since the commencement of
exploitation, good records have been kept of
harvestsand exports. Inaddition, there existseveral
SPOT staellite images of the Aitutaki reef, taken
before and after periods of extreme environmental
damage (cyclone), and at times that coincided with
field trochus research.

The Aitutakitrochusfishery is nowtightly managed
by the island council, following advice from MMR
based on the research carried out so far. Harvests
presently take place over a period of only one or
two days, with each animal being landed live for
size verification before shucking. Large numbers of
people participate in the harvest, which means that
exploitation occurs very intensively and the
instantaneous effects of fishing can be assessed. A
system of individual transferable quotas permits
every individual on the island to participate in the
harvest, or to trade his quota.

Theuniquesituation of the Aitutaki fishery presents
opportunities for research that could provide
answerstoseveral key questionsrelating totrochus
abundance estimation, a critical element in the
development of any management plan. Through a
well-designed study, timed to take place around
the period of the harvest, field survey methods
could be calibrated against actual takes, depletion
experiments to estimate absolute abundance could
be carried out in conjunction with actual fishing,
andthesubsequent population responsetointensive
harvesting, in terms of growth and recruitment,
could be monitored. In addition, the correlation of
intensive field survey data with the existing body
of historical information would allow an exceptional

understanding of the evolution of the population
and its response to disturbance.

Workshop on Trochus Resource Assessment,
Development and Management

The Twenty-second South Pacific Commission
(SPC) Regional Technical Meeting on Fisheries,
heldin August 1991, discussed biological, economic
and social issues relating to the development and
management of trochus resources in the region.
The topic was originally raised by the Cook Islands
delegation. The session concluded with a
recommendation that SPC organise aWorkshop on
Trochus Resource Assessment, Development and
Management. The workshop was conducted in
PortVila, Vanuatu in May 1991 (see separate article
thisissue) and made four recommendationsto SPC
for furtheraction in helping Pacific Island countries
develop appropriate management planstailored to
local conditions. One recommendation was that
the Commission encourage the detailed study of
the Aitutaki fishery as a case study, in order to
provide management-related information that will
be applicable to the developing fisheries in other
atolls of the region.

This recommendation was made because of the
unique nature of the Aitutaki fishery. The workshop
recognised the value of this research opportunityin
providing trochus fishery managementinformation
to countries of the region. The data from a study
carried out at Aitutaki would be of direct relevance
to all areas where trochus populations exist,
especially atolls and other environmentally similar
areas. In all cases, data gathered could be used as a
basis for predicting trochus population response to
harvesting, and mitigating against overfishing.

All four recommendations were endorsed by the
Twenty-third SPC Regional Technical Meeting on
Fisheries (August 1991), and subsequently by the
thirtieth South Pacific Conference (October 1991),
thus mandating the Commission tocommence their
implemen-tation. Action is being takeninregard to
each recommendation.

Implementation

Following the formalisation of the workshop
recommendation, MMR and SPC have jointly
developed an approach to enable the study to be
carried out on behalf of countries of the region. The
project is considered a regional activity by both the
two major implementing organisations. Funding
supportis being provided by the Australian Centre
for International Agricultural research, by the British
Government through the UK-sponsored SPC
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Inshore Fisheries Research Project, and by the South
Pacific Regional Aquaculture Development
Programme.

The survey will be carried out by an eight-member
field survey team, comprising six scientists from
Pacific Island countries (preferably selected from
trochus workshop participants), including at least
two from the Cook Islands, one scientist from SPC,
and one Australian scientist. The team will spend
three weeks undertaking field work ontheisland at
the time of the next harvest, with a further week
beingallocated to dataanalysisand reporting before
the team disperses. The timing of the harvest is at
the discretion of the Island Council and has been set
for 17 August 1992.

The team will undertake: transect surveys to
estimate relative trochus abundance; depletion
experimentsin conjunctionwith local fishermen, to
estimate absolute abundance; and gathering of
length-frequency data to provide demographic
information on the population. All activities will be
carried out intensively before during and after
harvest, soastoassess the response of the population
to exploitation.

Monitoring of population recovery at three-month
intervals will be assured by MMR. An Australian
AVA volunteer will be posted to the MMR giant
clam hatchery in Aitutaki in January 1992. The
possibility of this person also being involved in
monitoring the trochus resource is presently under
consideration by the Ministry.

SPC will undertake to arrange appropriate broad
classification of SPOT images of Aitutakitoassistin
field survey planning. Preliminary image
classifications are kindly being provided by the
French Polynesian Remote Sensing Station (Station
Polynésienne de Télédétection). After the survey,
more detailed processing will be carried out to
relate field observations to detectable features on
the satellite images that indicate habitat variation.
Through this work, it is intended to verify and

improve the reliability of estimates of the extent of
the trochus resource through the use of remotely
sensed data.

Outputs

Data analysis and interpretation will include
estimates of relative and absolute abundance,
catchability and population size structure, and
changes in these in response to harvesting. Virtual
populationanalysisbased on length-frequency data
will permit estimation of recruitment patterns, and
these can be verified by subsequent monitoring.
Verification of a promising new stock assessment
technique being developed forabalone in Tasmania,
based on changing ratios of pre- and post-recruits
insamplestakenimmediately before and immedia-
tely after intensive harvests, will also be attempted.

TheSPCand Australian scientistswill be responsible
for co-ordinating the production of a detailed
preliminary reportonthe field study withinamonth
of its completion, with inputs from all members of
the field team. A final report of the study will be
produced by SPC following an estimated 18 months
ofmonitoring. Thiswill include results of the follow-
up monitoring and ofthe satellite datainterpretation
as well as a recapitulation of the original field
survey results.

Akey outputofthe projectwillbe inhuman resource
development. The Pacific Island scientists
participating in the survey will be selected from the
best participants at the trochus workshop. The field
survey will comprise an important extension of the
training they received during the workshop, and
will greatly reinforce theirability to carry outsimilar
work ontheir own behalf effectively after returning
home. Promoting the ability of Pacific Island
countries to develop fishery management
approaches using their own human resources is a
mandate of the SPC fisheries programme.
Experience has shown that participation of national
fishery scientists in field activities such as this is an
effective means of contributing to this end.



