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The largest bivalve molluscs in the world are the
giant clams (Tridacnidae). Of the eight species
found worldwide, six can be found in Malaysian
waters: Tridacna crocea, T. derasa, T. maxima, T.
squamosa, Hippopus hippopus and H. porcellanus. T.
crocea is the only species in Malaysia that has a sta-
ble population, while the others are considered to
be endangered. T. gigas is already extinct in
Peninsular Malaysia and H. porcellanus and T. derasa
are restricted to Sabah, Eastern Malaysia. Because
of this, the Malaysian Department of Fisheries  has
listed giant clams as a protected species. 

Giant clams are mainly found in the shallow seas
around the islands off the east coast of Peninsular
Malaysia — Pulau Redang, Pulau Pemanggil,
Pulau Besar, Pulau Tinggi and Pulau Aur — and
also in Sabah. Underwater surveys reveal that the
distribution of giant clams is widespread but their
numbers are very low. For some species, only
shells have been found, for many other species,
small-sized individuals are absent, indicating low
or no recruitment of juveniles. Local inhabitants of
the islands remember an abundance of some of
these clam species. For the remaining species (e.g.
T. gigas), they noted, only the dead shells had ever
been seen. 

Several possibilities may explain the disappear-
ance of giant clams from Malaysian waters. One
possibility is that there was a relatively sudden
geological uplift of the islands. Areas that were
formerly submerged became dry land. If the clams
had previously been surviving in the shallow coral
areas they would have then become uplifted to
elevations beyond their limit of tolerance. This
could explain why large empty shells are found
only in the shallows, never on the deeper edges of
the reef even though the clams, if they are alive,
now could survive here.

Another likely explanation is poaching. The clams
may have been transported to shallow reef areas

where a fisherman could work with ease remov-
ing the meat during low tide. In some areas of
Malaysia, clam meat is still sold openly in the mar-
ket (Fig. 1), and in other areas the empty shells are
piled up high, and they have been used to con-
struct walls and fences (Fig. 2).

Homemade bombs, similar to Molotov cocktails
and poisons, were once used on Malaysia’s reefs
as late as the 1960s for capturing of reef fish. These
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Figure 1. The quest for food: giant clams 
are harvested for food, but the large clams 

are too tough to eat.  Even though endangered, 
clams are still poached and the meat 

sold openly in the market.
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bombs could easily kill many of
the reef organisms including
giant clams.

We may never know what caused
these great giants to disappear,
but it is not too late to save the
remainder from going extinct.
The clean waters of the islands on
the east coast of Peninsular
Malaysia, as well as East
Malaysia, are still conducive for
the survival, growth and propa-
gation of giant clams. 

Ecotourism is becoming more
important as the public realises
the importance of conservation
and a clean environment. Many
of the coral reef islands in
Malaysia are pristine and healthy.
Research on giant clams has been conducted to
improve the status of these islands and at the
same time return a lost heritage to its natural
home. In doing so, the public was educated on the

value of conservation and ecotourism. The local
language is interspersed with words describing
giant clams. Conservation and tourism can co-
exist and bring mutual benefit to both. 
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Figure 2. Giant clams were once so abundant that the shells 
were used as construction material.
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Background

The Aquaculture Department of the Southeast
Asian Fisheries Development Center (SEAFDEC)
has four regular programmes that focus on urgent
aquaculture issues in Southeast Asia. One of the
programmes, which began in September 2000,
addresses stock enhancement. SEAFDEC/AQD
first became involved in stock enhancement in
1991 through the Community Fishery-
Management Project, undertaken in Malalison
Island, Culasi, Antique (west central Philippines).
The importance of stock enhancement was articu-
lated as early as 1969 in the Kyoto Declaration on
Aquaculture (Sections 17 and 18) and later
affirmed in 2000 in the Bangkok Declaration and
Strategy for Aquaculture Development (Sections
3.9 and 3.10), and then again in 2001 during the
ASEAN-SEAFDEC Conference on Sustainable
Fisheries for the New Millennium. One of the 10-

point recommendations in the Millennium
Conference is to: Promote re-stocking activities (seed
release programmes) from hatchery-produced stocks
and/or wild collected sources in areas where they are
considered to be feasible, particularly in localities oper-
ating within a regime of rights-based fisheries.

Programme components

The stock enhancement programme of SEAFDEC/
AQD has two research components:

1. Adaptation and refinement of breeding and
hatchery production techniques of appropriate
species for stock enhancement. 

The breeding component brings together previ-
ous works on the propagation of the abalone
(Haliotis asinina), top shell (Trochus niloticus),
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