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Sea cucumbers

They are disgusting tolook atbefore they’re cooked,
and even less appetising after boiling. The smell of
them cooking would make anyone lose an appetite,
and the polite name sea cucumber conceals the fact
they are more closely related to sea slugs than to
any garden vegetable.

But, in the quest to get more food from the sea, the
little creatures are fetching top dollars in the Far
East (US$20,000 a ton in Japan) and are becoming
a delicacy elsewhere (US$17 a serving at restau-
rants in British Columbia). The demand to harvest
more is putting political, social and economic pres-
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sure on the Mexican Government to increase its
export of what it calls 'pepinos del mar.'

The species endemic to the Sea of Cortez, Isostichopus

fuscus, is much more sought after than its Pacific
Ocean counterpart, and in fact accounted for 80 per
cent of the sea cucumbers exported last year.

Although it is legal to take sea cucumbers for per-
sonal consumption, commercial diving for the ani-
malsrequires a permit. After four years of commer-
cial exploitation, the Mexican government has be-
gun a study of the fuscus population in the Sea of



August 1993

SPC Beche-de-mer Information Bulletin #5

Cortez to determine how many tons can be taken
each year and still leave enough to support a self-
sustaining population.

While Lily Romina Salgado Castro of PESCA, the
Mexican Department of Fisheries, continues her
count and finds far fewer cucumbers than she
expected, the government continues to issue per-
mits.

Not much is known about the slow-growing ani-
mals which may live 25 years. Salgado advises, 'We

should stop any (commercial) diving activity until
we know exactly how many we have, what size,
and at what age the juveniles become adults.'

Although diving for the cucumbers is dangerous
forboth Salgado and those who do it for money, the
market value of the strange little species makes it
worth the risk. The competition for permitsis grow-
ing as s the price for the small brown slug. Salgado
worries that the cucumber may be fished to less
than commercial numbers before her study is even
complete.





