
Trochus Fishing 
By RENE GAIL* 

M. Gail was a popular Instructor 
in the Fisheries Training Course. 
This translation of his notes for 
his Lecture on Trochus** gives 
valuable suggestions on economic 
exploitation of this shell. 

ALTHOUGH it is commercially less 
important than the pearlshell oyster, 

the trochus shell, used as raw material 
for mother-of-pearl buttons, is neverthe
less a very valuable export item and plays 
a noticeable part in the economic life of 
several territories in the South Pacific 
(Solomon Islands, Fiji, New Caledonia, 
etc.). 

From a social point of view trochus 
fishing, mainly a native activity, supplies 
the local population with a fair income 
and also tends to check migration to the 
town areas, thus keeping alive amongst 
tribes and whole populations the trades 
and traditions of the sea which have 
been forgotten in too many regions. 

The twofold value of this shell—in the 
economic and social field—is particularly 
obvious in New Caledonia, where 2,000 
fishermen (mainly natives) make a 
living from its industry (half a century 
old by now). Last year, the value of 
trochus exports reached nearly 38 million 
C.F.P. 

On account of its importance, trochus 
is the main sea product in the territory; 

* Marine Biologist, the French Institute of 
Oceania, Noumea. 

** Trochus Niloticus Linne. 

since the dramatic fall of copra prices 
(another traditional production), it 
occupies the third place among territorial 
export items, after ore and coffee. 

Unfortunately, in New Caledonia as 
well as in other localities in the distribu
tion area of trochus, the development of 
fisheries shows that the species is 
directly threatened, without any possible 
doubt, with over-fishing, that is fishing 
beyond its possibilities of reproduction. 

The increasing scarcity of trochus, due 
to intensive exploitation, is stressed by 
the recent evolution of the world market 
for mother of pearl, with conspicuously 
increasing prices; according to world ex
perts this is a direct result of "increasing 
scarcity of the raw material". 

Neither research nor regulations, 
whether in New Caledonia or elsewhere, 
has been able to check threatening 
scarcity. 

Research Plan 
In order to solve the difficult problem 

of ensuring both economic exploitation 
and perennity of the species, the French 
Institute of Oceania has undertaken 
further research on trochus biology and 
fishing as early as September 1955. This 
work, planned on a wide scale, will cover 
a reef area of more than 1000 Km. and 
last for several years. 

New methods of research will be 
used, among which are: observation in 
situ by skin and aqualung divers; experi
menting on the scale and within the 
limits of the natural environment; work
ing out of a satisfactory method for 
marking the shells with a view to study
ing growth and migration. 

These aspects of the work should nor

M. RENE GAIL 

TT was with great sorrow that the staff 
of the South Pacific Commission re

ceived the news of the tragic accident of 
Monsieur Rene Gail, who, when diving 
with an aqua lung near Noumea, did not 
come up to the surface again. 

M. Gail was a very valuable lecturer 
at the South Pacific Fisheries Training 
Course, giving lectures on protection of 
marine resources and on trochus fishery, 
subjects on which he was so highly quali
fied. M. Gail was not only a highly 
esteemed collaborator of the Training 
Centre for his outstanding knowledge, 
but also for his fine character. 

His research on trochus has been car
ried out in New Caledonia as a project 
of the Institut Francais d'Oceanie. 

M. Gail has done much work using 
the aqua lung with a view to gathering 
knowledge about the possibility of the 
use of this apparatus in trochus fishing, 
and its influence on the already existing 
situation of over-fishing. He fell victim 
to one of the many dangers attached to 
aqua lung diving, and thus the world has 
lost an expert in trochus whom it will 
be difficult to replace. 

Rene Gail preparing for a dive in connection 
with his research on trochus. 
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with the help of foreign research 
workers. 

First Results Obtained 

Research carried out at the lower level 
of the vertical distribution of this pearl 
shell molluse, on its growth and repro
duction has shown that: (1) contrary to 
popular belief, no trochus is to be found 
at a great depth; (2) the recent evolu
tion of fishing, showing a tendency to 
intensify exploitation of the bottom of 
the outer fringe of the reef, means in
deed plundering the last natural reserve 
of the reproductive individuals of the 
species; this reserve lies within reach of 
the skin divers; (3) it is both urgent and 
necessary to substitute for this last 
natural reserve, which is rapidly 
dwindling away, another source of re
productive individuals whose perennity 
will be guaranteed by raising the mini
mum size under which trochus fishing 
becomes illegal; (4) should these steps 
not be taken without further delay in 
view of the protection of the species, 
there might be a risk of our having to 
cross the industry of trochus fishing off 
the list of territorial resources. 
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