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he commercial history of molluscs

extends over two thousand years, but

the most comprehensive studies are
credited to colonial scientists in the service of
the British Empire. Edgar Thurston, William
A. Herdman, Seymour Sewell and James
Hornell were among the first to provide
detailed accounts of the ecology of pearl
oysters (Pinctada fucata) and the sacred chank
(Turbinella pyrum) in the waters between
present-day Tamil Nadu in India and the
Northern Province of Sri Lanka. Inspecting the
traditional pearl banks or paars, and trying to
stablise the management of pearl fisheries
were the aims of early scientific practices in
this region. Local place names for the paars
were based on fishers’ knowledge of their
ecological features. For example, the name
Kilati paar probably signified the abundance of
kilati or trigger fish (Balistes mitis) in the area.
Although most mapped paars lie outside the
Palk Bay, many fishers from the Palk Bay's
villages were engaged in the pearl and chank
fisheries.
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he Scottish marine“biologist;James
Hornell submitted a comprehensive
report on pearl oysters to the

* Government of Madras in 1905. In this Feport,
‘Hornell examined prior studies by colonial

scientists on the ecology and behaviour of
pearl oysters in this region against a detailed
historical backdrop of this fishery over
several hundred years. He also undertook
fresh surveys and recorded observations on

-

many aspects of the habitat and ecology

of pearl oysters. This included information
on the predators of pearl oysters, details
ahout the seabed habitat, 'young pearl
oysters known as ‘gpats’, but also details of
other marine molluscs, sponges and fishes.,
Without modern diving equipment, detailed
navigational or bathymetric charts, how did
Hornell conduct these surveys and make his
observations and collections?
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ears before Hornell, Edgar Thurston

made a number of collections that he

sent to various scientists in England
for identification. In 1887, Thurston relied
heavily on local divers to bring up numerous
marine plants and animals, and even the ‘egg
capsules’ of the chank. These studies revealed
to scientists that the chank is generally found
in areas which have sandy bottoms and that
they feed on marine worms buried in the
seabed. Chanks lay their eggs in egg capsules
that are layered one on top of the other. Each
capsule contains about 8 young shells, and
a large sac can contain 200 young shells or
more. Such information was important to
conserve chanks and ensure a regular supply.

In 1904, wearing a ‘diving dress’ Hornell
himself went underwater for his survey but
only occasionally. Often the visibility was poor
and for the most part of his surveys he too
appears to have relied on a ‘dredge bucket’
and on local divers to bring him seabed
samples and specimens of various marine
creatures to study later. He also depended on
the knowledge and cooperation of the boat’s
navigator or the mandadi to bring him to a
particular paar accurately. Thus, to create

the reports that we now read, scientists like
Thurston and Hornell depended not just

on their own knowledge, and technological
advancements but also on the accounts of
fishers, their leaders and several government
officials. Their position and relations with each
of these people was crucial in making such
knowledge possible.
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Ithough trained as a marine

biologist, James Hornell published

two social texts on the chank titled
The Sacred Chank of India (1914) and The Indian p Apex
Conch and its Relation to Indian Life and Religion
(1915), which remain the most comprehensive ‘
documents on the cultural significance of the Periostratum — » Whorl
animal in India. Hornell notes different type
specimens of this “handsome gastropod”.
Based on morphological differences, he
identified three varieties of chank - the obtuse,
the central and the elongate. A different
categorisation of chanks exists among fishers
and traders. The chank found in the waters of
the Gulf of Mannar, is called the jaadi changu
or the Thoothukudi variety (or Hornell's
‘central’ variety, while the chank found in
the waters of the Palk Bay is referred to as
the patti changu (Hornell's ‘obtuse’ variety).
The jaadi chank is more pointed towards the
apex, and its central whorls are slightly wider.
This is preferred by traders who supply the
Bengali bangle-making industry who desire
this variety's width and thickness. Different
sizes command different rates, starting from
size 1 (the biggest) to progressively smaller
sizes as the number increases. The sinistral or
left-whorling variety is known as the vallamburi
changu. This is rare and the lucky diver who
chances upon it makes a minor fortune. From
Hornell's time, there have been differences
in local nomenclature and these trade names
have undergone a fair bit of change.

PATTI CHANGU

Columella

Columella
folds/plicae

Aperture

Siphonal
canal
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he chank finds mention in the great
!i Tamil epic, Cilappatikaram, where the

tools used to fashion bangles from
the shell are described. The impressive two-
handled curved saw or vel was used to cut
horizontal sections of the shell. The tools used
have undergone changes over time, with the
bow drill and motorized blades replacing the
majestic vel and other implements.

In historic times, Thoothukudi also had a
bangle-making and trading centre. Historical
and archeological records reveal that chank
bangles were worn throughout the country
by all categories of people including fishers
themselves. The chank shell has been used to
make bangles, rings, earrings and other items
of jewellery used by both men and women.
Today the manufacture of chank bangles is
mostly confined to a few streets in Kolkata

in West Bengal. Its use is now restricted to
married Bengali women who seek out the
famous shaka pola bangle pair, comprising

a white chank shell bangle and a red lacquer
one.

Bangle designs themselves have changed
with traditional markings sitting beside new
designs. The decline in the bangle industry is
attributed to the availability of cheap plastic
imitation bangles and the decline of a steady
supply of chank from the southern waters.
The livelihoods of the chank bangle artisans

in Kolkata and that of the chank fishers in Palk
Bay and Gulf of Mannar are thus connected,
both depending on the health of the sea.
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he practice of free diving or breath-

hold diving for pearls or chanks has

remained more or less unchanged
over several hundred years. Free diving has
been practiced across the world in many sites
for over 2000 years with minor variations in
practice and techniques. Scholars K. Athiyaman
and N. Rajan studied historical sources and
compared contemporary practices to trace
technological and technical shifts in the pearl
and chank fisheries practices of the Gulf of
Mannar. In their 2004 paper, they note that in
order to yield large supplies, these fisheries
had to be conducted as large-scale operations
often with hundreds of boats and skilled divers
controlled by the pre-and post-colonial state
machinery. Today in the Palk Bay breath-hold
diving for chank takes place as an individual
enterprise, since chank fishers organised
themselves to wrest control over the fisheries
from the Tamil Nadu Government in the 1970s.
Today only a few villages are known as sites
of breath-hold diving, such as Karangadu,
Devipattinam and Olaikuda, and it is practiced
mostly for the collection of chanks.

KTPB_100ct2017.indd 21

WPSBIH6T HMID FhiGseT CaasilliLigmhasmet
STePFHSGeMwe) (pdFariNigSa1d sHL_60l6d
GFBGD (PHM) 6TEHTENILD HEML_(LPEHM LIsV

BIHHTERT(HHOTTS 6ThG LOTHMLPLD 6w L_WaileDensy.

SHETOLPFFH S GTIIE), BEDL_(LPewM LMHMILD
Quisaspi’usiseflsy Am Coumiur®asGerT®

2 VS (PIPSUGILD LIV ()L Bigerflsd @) ressri_muilyid
T (D& & CLoeVTE BewL_(Lpewmuiled

2 girengl. G%. 9 FWILDTET LoDHMILD 6T6HT. TTE6dT
6T)ILD I WEHTHET LOSITITT I 61W 6T (FHL_Tex 6T
WS LHMID FBIG GeMld @D QFwsdLmhsefley
Qs riflevmi’ L1 rHmBIGemeT Wl eureOTHmI
YBTIBIGDOT Y lIe|CFiigeri, @UIGUTengw
BeVL_(pswmaBenaTd UL G UTTSgHesri.
Sjeuiaserg 2004-g40 oer®H S Hlewruflsd,

| BIFHLOTEIT FbIGEB6T 6T(D\dd5, BTN M]3 6V0Td>3% 63T
uLGassweruyb Luuilpd lés Geflwreaflseneru)b

Qareant® Quflwojeralls) BLSoHLL L FbiGd
@omlwsd, 9B Gsvw 9" Aufler (peiTenib
Ulssteniid, oyrdst s GUUTL 1960 @) BHSSI
sTeiTLG S GO HSDTiser. 1970 seaflsv
Hlps rALOBHS SL_BLUUT eDL_g HhissT
suFid Qasrentheur Gaflwrellasst &misemd @er
EOLOLILEHEDET TDHLIDS S5 6d TeuvTL_6evri.

@) peiTaileneraurs @)eTm FbiE 6T(HLILIGM:TET
SeTepsad@Gaflwey Hevfl pursefler GFwsdurL_Ts
B QuMIE M. HrBIsTwH, CHailliu g T
wHMID peneGLT CGUITeTn sp(HFev SlrTioBbigersd
i BGw Feireypdads@Geanws) pewL_CumniEngi,
BV QuEuTYID FhiG CFafliugnesrsGer.

14-10-2017 15:40:52



century, Japanese colonial research

interests led to several studies on the
techniques, social life and the physiology of
breath-hold divers from South Korea and
Japan. However, we do not know if scientists
in the service of the British Empire studied
the physiology of breath-hold divers either in
the Palk Bay, Gulf of Mannar or even in the
Persian Gulf where Britain had an imperial
presence. There are no systematic studies till
date on the physiological adaptations or the
pathophysiology associated with the activity of
repeated breath-hold diving among the fishing
communities of this part of the Tamil Nadu
coastline.

I[ n the early decades of the twentieth

Neither are there detailed studies on nutrition,
health or medicinal practices for the relief of
common problems associated with diving such
as ear injuries or inflamed sinuses. A number
of divers in the Palk Bay speak of traditional
home cures and remedies to address ear
barotraumas. To bring relief to pain in the
inner ear, coconut or neem oil is first poured
into a heated red chilli. After cooling the oil
slightly, it is poured from the chilli directly into
the ears of the diver and is said to bring about
relief within a day. Other practices include the
application of pastes of specific plants onto the
forehead of divers to relieve inflammation of
the sinuses.
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fisheries by free diving for chank and

other marine products takes place at
present in the summer months between April
and July. The duration differs depending on
weather conditions and the visibility of the
water. Experienced divers know the features
of the seabed they fish in quite well and have
a good knowledge of abundance, distribution
and behaviours of various marine animals.
These fishers often dive several times in a day,
with each dive lasting less than a minute with
short breaks in between. Dwindling resources
and the need to make a reasonable income
can sometimes make divers push their bodies
beyond physical limits, resulting in injuries or
even death.

[ n the shallow waters of the Palk Bay,

A number of informal cultural codes and
norms exist among chank divers which serve
to discipline not just the individual but also the
community. For older fishers a good diver is not
just he who collects the biggest or the greatest
chanks. Rather, it is the man who knows to
control his desires, who knows when to stop.

It is claimed by some that in earlier times, if a
diver found a valamburi or left-whorling chank,
then the entire fisheries would be declared
closed for that day to prevent deaths of over-
eager divers.
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nlike dive practices in the waters

off Thoothukudi, divers in the Palk

Bay do not use ropes and stones
or weights to help them descend since the
depth is never more than 5-7 metres in this
region. However, divers do carry on board
other items such as long spears and hooks
which they use to opportunistically catch fish,
lobsters, octopuses and other animals. The
boats used for diving in both waters also differ
substantially, with the Thoothukudi boats now
using in-board engine powered large vallams,
while the Palk Bay boats are mostly smaller
boats with outboard engines.

Thus, we see, that contemporary practices of
free diving in the Palk Bay have been shaped
by regional histories of pearl and chank
fisheries including changes in ownership and
organisation of these fisheries. However, it
is also profoundly shaped by transnational
changes in fisheries technologies,
technological innovations in diving practices
and the introduction of mechanised fishing
technologies across the world such as bottom
trawling.

Ironically, while these social and technological
changes brought relative ease for the diver
both underwater and on land in some ways,
they also introduced greater hardship and
uncertainty with the overall changes in the
ecosystem. By the 1960s pearl fisheries
disappeared altogether and today chank and
many large fish from this region are less visible
to these traditional hunters of the sea.
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he Palk Bay and the Gulf of Mannar
!‘ have an important connection to the
history of marine sciences in India. The
period of colonial rule in this region and the
richness of marine life enabled the exciting
and often profitable enterprise of making
biological collections and early ichthyological
studies. Ichthyology or the scientific study of
fishes, traces its roots to the observations of
fish recorded by Greek philosopher Aristotle
(383-322 B.C.E). The nineteenth century
saw a dramatic growth in this field from the
contributions of European naturalists through
their work in the colonies. Francis Day (1829-
1889) a British medical surgeon serving the
Government of Madras is best known for his
impressive book Fishes of India, a compilation
@ of around 1500 fish species in two enormous
volumes. Several species of fish in the Palk Bay
find mention in these volumes. Day travelled
across the country to make his collections and
like Aristotle several centuries ago, he too
sourced information from local fishers though
it is likely that he did not consider them to
be experts. Day's impressive tomes continue
to serve as standard reference material for
scientists studying these waters more than a
hundred years later.

FRANCIS DAY (1829-1889)
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THE ‘INVESTIGATOR’ IN RANGOON RIVER IN 1889

THE MUSICAL STRAND-CRAB
OF THE COROMANDEL COAST

The Red Ocypode Crab (Ocypoda Larger cheliped of the Red Ocypode Crab (Ocypoda macrocera)
macrocera), in a crouching attitude. showing the stridulating mechanism possessed by both sexes
a the keyboard, on the inner surface of the “palm?”

« 2

b the plectrum or scraper, on the inner surface of the “arm
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any commonly encountered

crustaceans of the Palk Bay began

to be studied as far back as the
eighteenth century. To both explore and
exploit the wealth of tropical waters, Britain
funded many oceanic expeditions through
its colonial governments. Between 1884
and 1926, the Royal Indian Marine Survey
Ship Investigator made numerous trips
in Indian waters and nearby regions. The
Investigator was a floating laboratory and the
scientists who lived aboard it made numerous
collections which were subsequently
illustrated and physically preserved as
specimens for scientific study years later. The
illustrations seen here are of the ghost crab
(Ocypode macrocera) and the mantis shrimp
(Harpiosquilla annandalei), both found in the
Palk Bay. These were exciting finds for the
scientists and the compilation and ordering of
marine life across different oceans eventually
helped them work on other aspects such as
diversity, evolution, exploitation potential and

KTPB_100ct2017.indd 37

conservation. However, this system of naming
and classifying marine life was different vastly
from the classification system and knowledge
of local fishers which was largely ignored by
these expeditions and about which little is
known to this day.
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ithough most adminjstrative reports
on fisheries of this time reflect the
T view of the colonial state, some
"‘Nrij‘t.ten records allow us to make inferences and
Nl rpretations about the knowledge of fishing

munities of that time. Notable among
P-;'th"ese were the reports and papers of James
Hornel| the first marine biologist appointed in
the Madras Presidency who'later succeeded Sir
Frederlck Nicholson as Director of the Madras
{ Bureau of Fisheries in-1920.

I

"1..\_.

Throughout® his career, Hornell often
overstepped his brief as a marine biologist
and a colonial administrator. His personal
interest in history, culture and ethnography
encouraged him to undertake extensive travels
and write detailed commentaries on the
history. of particular fisheries, the social and
political life of fishers, their material. worlds
and knowledge. Whatever his political views
on colonial rule, Hornell freely recorded his
admiration for fishers’ knowledge of the sea.
His reports on Indian boat designs and fishing
techniques are the most detailed records of
practices and skills of fishers of that time. Few
of these boats are visible today, such as the
iconic kattumaram of Kanyakumari, the masula
of the Coromandal coast or the balance-board
canoes (vatthai) of the Palk Bay. Records such as
these illustrate the material worlds of fishing,
fishing economies and social life in colonial
times and persuade us to question the notion
e that fishers were intellectually backward and in
g ~ need of improvement.

.
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Fig. 1 Dhoni of the Gulf of Mannar i :'5
Fig. 2 Balance-boats of Palk Bay )
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he Krusadai Island lies just south of urdellifl@Lm wHmID LETETTT eueHeTEL T QasrenTBsTarg) ‘BlmIeueTid’ 6TedTm bGeVeNSLI
I‘ the Pamban Island which divides the griuriyseercs Lillsen urbus Fallpes Qupml, #5BSTSSDGU Ibmgw yarhseafs
water bodies of the Palk Bay and the Qspsld GHEMLS F6f AMLbSITErS:. Qpglw ey s QT YDbs STESE5m5
Gulf of Mannar. Held under the zamindari rrwprsyrd @rrerallsr gmifsrsri] o fenwulls THUBSS WGl 9 H6T HHELTEDSW OLI(HLDLITEOTET
rights of the Raja of Ramnad, Krusadai was £b Qobs G)sFa 191490 2% dlGoow APl peLpmpssir, Ghsd sLpLrsle
bought by the colonial Madras Bureau of AT QoCrTed BT gpebls BLGlagflovrs EAGOw o AsarebHd Corahu
Fisheries in 1914 for the establishment of the PIEGET (pped sLcd 2> ullflud gpiio)flmaubms creprentp Syfiallud wrjsafld Gaicpeir
BmIeyeusnars eurmsliul L g). plaiuwsv B)(hdSlesTM6DT.

first Marine Biological Research Station in the
country. Equipped with a scientific laboratory,
library and a pearl oyster and fish-farm, this
island saw bustling scientific activity. Till the
1980s the Fisheries Department conducted
study trips for students and even attempted

Y16 dIn LD, BTVSLD, (PSHGIFAILN wHmib LBsT
LISRTenenTsn Lid CBTenTL (B)5Failsd puirg Lisv
Mlaflwsd QFweOLITH ST BL_ bl )& TassTLg (HS 60T
1980s6iT uewy LEGHT QUETSSGIHM LOTET6U TS Ehd> 5T
OYUISLI LILIGRTBISEN6T HL_SSWig). eewtlasifsluimer
ogiueTiEAS FLgeguld pr s pupHsl

commercial pearl culture here. QFiipg.
The success with the zoological studies at GmF®L sLvsurp 2 ullflernigemeris Lpaslw
Krusadai Marine Research Station eventually 18] BlewevwdSleL BL Sl L afllevmkiswisy
led to the setting up of another important 9116 Hefs0 BT Gleupmls6T LHMIGLT(H
research station. In 1947, the Government of Qlieploowsams Bnia alflel S5
India established the Central Marine Fisheries 194760 @pbglu rer wHTTedlsd WwSHHlus
Research Station in Madras and in 1949 it LT ISTEH6T Qrmiidd] Hlawowsms
shifted to an abandoned defence building in Bmieflug. 194990 yavr® @)bs plemawid
Mandapam, Ramanathapuram District, about TTOBISLTLD T L LD, 06T LGSl 2 _siem
5 km from Krusadai Island by boat. UTEISTLILS SI6VDEEF CFTHSLOTET 2)63TT6)
LWSTUBSSLILL TS ([ HL1gL_SSIH G
Soon upgraded to the status of an ‘institute’ wrppliul L g Gbs GILSSDGS GHemLS

Falledl(mbg LL &6 & &).15 ClFsvevGeuaisT(HLD.
aflenrallsy @)bs oy, rmiidd Blepevwid

the Central Marine Fisheries Research

Institute (now headquartered in Kochi) came
to profoundly influence the nature of Indian
fisheries in the post-Independence years.
Many of its contemporary scientific practices
trace their roots to the myriad colonial
traditions of scientific practice emerging in this
seascape.
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In the following pages, we present information
on the operation of fishing and trading of four
iconic marine species from the Palk Bay. With
faster means of transportation and a shifting
consumer base, the products from the Palk
Bay probably have a much longer after-life
along the commodity chain. However, we
restrict our stories to these species’ journey
from the moment of capture by skilled fishers
to their final moments in the Palk Bay’s trader
and merchant godowns.
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he blue swimmer crab (Portunus

pelagicus) belongs to the family

Portunidae or crabs that swim. The
crab is said to feed on a wide range of animals
including molluscs and crustaceans for which
its strong pincer like forearms come in handy.
Although this species is caught along other
parts of the country, the Palk Bay is a good
habitat for this crustacean. Here, the summer
months between January and March is the
main crab fishing season. Fishers target crabs

with specialised nets known as the nandu valai.

The blue swimmer crab is known to breed
throughout the year.
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he blue swimmer crab is found largely

half-buried in the seabed or in areas

with seagrasses where it feeds on
an assortment of items including other
crustaceans and smaller animals. Younger
crabs seem to prefer different diets than older
crabs. The seagrasses offer the opportunity
to ambush but also to hide from predators.
The nandu valai however reaches right into
this hiding spot. The lead sinkers allow this
net to act as a bottom-set entanglement net.
Thus, the unfortunate crab that gets even a leg
entangled in it only gets further entwined with
every additional move it makes.

156VeU6TSTERT b HILDHewT(H), GlLI(HLbLITEYLD
SLPuBmsUlsd LT Lewsha Blensvuilsd 9jsvevg)
HL6V L6V (3)(h& &1 B)L_misafled @) bbgI0)%Tesst(H
wom L BHLedsst, Lp Anlw Llrrenflassr sterts
uev aflgwrer 2 uilflarbismers Slereniid. PSiTHs
BeT(HBewerds Hritgepid FAmlws bevor(hserlesr

2 ewrey GeumILiL g (HdH@LD. HL6V LD @)eunHmid @
MBS HHE LHM LNTTesnilsenerd srabHll

Uiy s 2 sajeug CUTVS HBISMOTS &Td LD
aflovbigseflBHg SLILSHE CsTsTareLd

2 _Fe SIMGl. YOI HevT(H UMD 9jeummlesr
wenpmailL_tb euewy GUITE@LD. FFIId & 6T (H%6T
QUTFSHLILL 13 HEBGLD B)bS eV L6060t

I LILGS) euswT ClFeTmI HevsT(HBemaT 6TeflFlsL Fdbas
WeUdGLD. BHewTIyedT (h HTeV L HGL Ao

Q& TaiTL TV % SLILGS LpHLGBILD speubleuT(m

mFallsid (g aueweLUled (LPIPSTSH LOTL Lgds

Q& TeiEmHLD.

14-10-2017 15:41:40




48

he swimmer crab like other crabs holds

its eggs in a sponge-like pouch on its

underbelly. Studies on blue crabs from
other parts of the world show that females
mate only once in their lives. This takes place
just after the female crab attains puberty when
it sheds its exoskeleton. There are presently
no seasonal regulations on crab fisheries or
restrictions on the sale of gravid crabs or any
size-based restrictions on its catch. Neither
are there comprehensive studies that have
examined the intensity of this fishery and its
impacts on existing crab populations.
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he nandu valai is operated by small

scale fishers using a motor powered

vallam. Fishers go out at night when
the moon rises to deploy their nets overnight.
The following morning, one set of nets is taken
out and a few more pieces are put in. Floating
pieces of thermacol (polysterene plastic)
attached to the net are used to mark sites
where nets were sunk. Today, a hand-held GPS
comes to the rescue of younger fishers who
are not used to the techniques of triangulation
to locate the exact point where these bottom-
set nets were deployed. Younger fishers
who apprentice with their father, uncles and
brothers learn a number of valuable lessons
about the sea, such as features of the seabed,
navigation, current patterns and fishing
techniques such as locating nets and deploying
them. They also learn about the social codes,
norms and etiquette of competition. This form
of knowledge transfer ensures that young
fishers forge specific relations not just with
nature, but also with each other.
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exual dimorphism refers to the

physical differences between the male

and female of a species. Blue swimmer
crabs exhibit this difference strikingly. The
female crab is rounder and is a dull green-
brown with a few colourful spots. The male on
the other hand is a brightly coloured blue with
white spots giving this species its common
name. The ‘chelipeds’ or the forearms of the
males are much longer that that of females.
Individuals can grow to a size of upto twenty
centimetres. The other difference between
the male and female is in the shape of the
‘pleon’ on their abdomen. This part is long and
triangular in males whereas it is bigger and
rounded in females. This is the place where
females store their fertilized eggs.
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n the Palk Bay, Karangad is an important

landing centre for the blue crab.

Processing centres have basic facilities
but still require considerable capital. The
market demands for packaged blue swimmer
crab dictates the procedures involved in post-
harvest processing. After accounts are settled
with fishers, the crabs are weighed, washed
in fresh water and boiled alive in vats of hot
water till the animals turn a bright orange.
This process only lasts around ten to fifteen
minutes.
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nce the crabs are boiled, they are

removed and placed in racks to cool

them and remove excess water. The
crabs are then packed in plastic bags ready
to be sent to processing sheds. These sheds
can be located on the same premises or at a
distant location, but often never further than
a few kilometres to preserve the freshness of
the crab.
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rocessing units belong to private
p companies. They follow very

specific standards of processing
and packaging dictated by larger export
houses and based on international trade

standards. Women from fishing villages and

inland coastal villages work in these factories.

They are trained to handle various stages
of processing that range from removing the
meat off of the crab to its final packaging.
Few details are available about working
conditions in these units and practices vary
depending on company officials. Regular
checks and inspections often take place

for specific products and there is heavy
competition among local companies as
processing techniques and packaging ideas
are considered trade secrets.
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he processing of crab involves

removing as much meat out of the

crab as possible. Crab meat is found in
various parts of the animal. Depending on the
volume and its density, each section of meat
is accorded different values. For instance, the
meat that is removed carefully from the centre
of the crab is referred to as ‘flower’ due to its
shape, and is considered to be of a high grade.
The women work deftly using simple tools to
ensure that nothing is wasted. Lower grade
crab meat is used to make sashimi and crab
sticks.
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eaweed collection is a relatively

recent activity in the Palk Bay and

was taken up only a few decades
ago. Little is known about how this practice
was introduced into this region. Seaweed
collection is almost exclusively undertaken by
women. This activity can be observed around
the year taking place in the Palk Bay in areas
around the Pamban Island. Seaweed was also
collected from the Mandapam and Kilakarai
group of islands. This activity is now prohibited
within the islands that fall within the Gulf of
Mannar National Park which was established
in the year 1986 under the Wildlife Protection
Act, 1972.
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omen divers learn how to collect

seaweed by observing practices

of older women. There is no
equivalent practice of similar work by women
in other parts of the country. The seaweed !
grows on hard surfaces such as rock, stones
and dead coral. Wearing the diving mask
worn by free divers in this region, women tie
a plastic bag to their backs where they store
the collected seaweed. The species collected
belong to several genera but prominently
Sargassum, Gelidiella and Gracilaria.
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village in Rameswaram was elected

head of the Gulf of Mannar Seaweed
Collectors' Association, the women'’s collective
of the Ramnad Fishworkers’ Trade Union.
The following year, for her efforts towards
organising and mobilising women to advocate
their rights to livelihood and demanding their
inclusion in conservation planning, she was
awarded the Seacology Prize for Leadership,
which she received in Berkeley, California,
US.A.

E n 2014, Lakshmi Murthy of Chinnapalam
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espite the occasional felicitation

and recognition, successful women

leaders from poor communities
face many challenges some of which are
formidable. Not only must the woman leader
earn her living, she also needs to earn the
respect of the people she represents and the
art of negotiating politics in a predominantly
patriarchal society. Like the seabed she
encounters daily, life above water is no less
rocky and unpredictable a terrain for women
like Lakshmi.
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he women divers wear old rubber

chappals (sandals) to protect their feet

and dive in areas which have coral and
a rocky substrate on which seaweed grows.
In deeper waters, they sometimes wear a
single fin plate to allow for greater control
within the waters. Usually they do not dive in
depths greater than 5 metres in the Palk Bay,
although in some parts of the world, seaweed
is found at far greater depths, upto 150 metres
even. In the year 2014 the women'’s association
of seaweed collectors declared that they would
observe a closed season lasting 45 days to
allow seaweed to regenerate. Such decisions
are often hard to uphold given the intense
demand for the product on the one hand and
the worsening economic situation of coastal
communities on the other.
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everal species of seaweed are

scientifically categorised based

on a number of factors such as
pigmentation or external features. Roughly
they are also categorised as brown, green,
red and blue-green algae, each of which
is known for the production of specific
phytochemicals used in various industries.
The seaweed collected from this area is sold
after it is dried. Rates vary for this product and
are set by company traders on behalf of their
establishments located in hinterland cities
of Kerala and Tamil Nadu. With the entry of
companies such as Coca Cola and Pepsico, the
demand for seaweed has been on the rise.

Restrictions on the collection of seaweed are
severe and production depends on successful
regeneration of accessible stocks. Among
some of the conservation measures adopted
by the women at the 2006 meeting of the Gulf
of Mannar Marine Biosphere Reserve Trust
(GOMBRT), women demanded that traders

set reasonable prices for seaweed since the
collection of this material involved multiple
social and ecological costs and risks.
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cientific projects continue to explore

potential ways to augment both

production and the use of seaweed
resources within the country. Uses range
from its sale as cattle fodder, human food
products, extraction of agar, carrageenan and
phytochemicals, as thickening and gelling
agents for the food, pharmaceutical and paint
industries. However, these uses and new
products consumed at distant locations are
deeply tied to fragile ecosystems and fragile
livelihoods. The future of seaweed collection
will depend on an integrated approach
of spatio-temporal conservation which is
supported by local communities but will also
rely on all actors (including collectors, park
managers, traders and consumers) willing to

make this activity ecologically and socially just.
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he generic local name, mural, refers to

a group of fishes found in the Palk Bay.

It comprises ray-finned fishes such as
halfbeaks and needle fish (distinguished from
halfbeaks by their long needle shaped jaws). This
group of fishes are often not listed in country-
level statistics as having any commercial value
merely on account of the fact that European
consumers do not find its green flesh appetising.
However, these tropical fish are consumed in
many domestic markets across the world and
the freshly prepared fish is a delicacy obtained
only in the coastal towns of Palk Bay.
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arly records of studies conducted by

CMFRI scientists show that nearly

all villages of the Palk Bay were
involved in this fishery. Fishers corroborate
this, stating that many fisher families
knew the techniques of making the special
mural nets (mural valai). Today, mural valai
specialists are found mainly in Mullimunai
and Morepannai although some families in
Kollukadu continue to teach this technique to
younger generations. This net is now mostly
made by older men and women since it is a
time-consuming operation that requires being
at home for long hours. Each net takes about a
full week to complete.
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ound all along the Palk Bay, mural

nets are highly specialised and often

small modifications are made to the
nets to adapt to local conditions of the sea.
These nets are used in the Palk Bay but also
in coastal villages of the Gulf of Mannar. The
floats of this net are made of the stems of the
calotropis plant (Calotropis gigantea) and no
sinkers are used, making this net a floating
gill net. The net is deployed a few hours after
midnight and retrieved a few hours later.
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he struggling halfbeak seen here gets

entangled in the net which rotates fully

around the animal. Fishers explain
that the distance between two calatropis
floats strung on the head rope of the net
determines the degree of entanglement
once a fish is caught in it. The use of different
materials for floats can sometimes result in
too much entanglement causing the entire
net to collapse into a mess just from wave
action. Thus, a float is selected and tied
based on calculations and experiments with
corresponding sinkers that keep the netin
place.
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ertain aspects of the mural's

behaviour are understood well by

fishers. They observe the speed
and direction of its movements, that it likes
eating small shrimp, seagrasses and other
animals and that it likes staying close to the
surface of the water. These observations
define the designs and deployment of nets in
specific areas. Halfbeaks like the selvai mural
(Hemiramphus far) are often seen at the surface
of the water and they are usually caught in the
mesh by their gills. The mesh material used
in the mural net becomes almost transparent
in water and the unfortunate fish following
certain currents is tricked into swimming right
into it.
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echniques in fishing depend on a
large number of factors and these are
difficult to establish without deeper
enquiries and study. The commercial value
of the mural depends on its tender meat.
Its good colour is also considered an added
advantage in some markets. In order to
remove the delicate mural fish from the net, it
is necessary to ensure that it does not struggle
too much. Therefore a fisherman must enter
the water to extract the fish from the net
directly and minimise its resistance.
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here is a wide diversity in ways that
mural is caught. Mural are not shoaling
fish but seem to prefer staying close
to the water’s surface. Fishers say that since
mural prefer eating small shrimp, they can
be caught using hooks baited with these.
Undoubtedly mural are caught in other nets
as well, particularly in active gear such as trawl
nets and purse seines. However, it is likely that
this technique of catching mural is unique
to this region based on ecological as well as
social conditioning.
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he pigmentation of the fish mimics the yrobeflsr ppapl L urd ailflgLraisr usms

greenish blue waters of the Palk Bay. sVps B PSS @5IHEADS. Giu@sluilsd

All species of mural found in these STETLILGLL DRSS auens (pravsatlsir 2_Ladlsr

waters have a distinct green colouration on Cuedymid goflul L LF®F FINSIID Hrantlin@GIb.

their dorsal side. Mural are preyed upon by a STaTThICSEh5S) (GLpaor) whmib spr CursTn

number of large fish such as large mackerel or @uiflu Bsiraer 1pred Bener GoulspLwim@iv.

sharks and it is believed that the colour of the wpred Baflssr Bl fev Fownisefls) Sjse

fish sometimes helps it avoid being eaten. GewrurauBlsdpbs sL 2 F0)FDg) sTeTHI
BUOULLGSIDGI.
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he pillai mural refers to the species
known as Hemiramphus lutkei. Perhaps
the term pillai (son) is used in reference
to its size compared to that of larger mural.
It is hard to offer an explanation for the
emergence of specific fish names without
a comparison across various villages along
the Palk Bay. In some areas fish names differ
vastly. The pillai mural is easily distinguished
from the selvai mural due to its smaller size
and the absence of spots on its body.
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orphological differences have

always been important for scientists

to classify animals and differentiate
between species. Fishers also rely on similar
techniques for their system of classification,
often selecting physical differences,
behavioural traits along with cultural traits
to name and categorise various animals and
plants. With the mural group of fishes, there
are at least 8 different vernacular names in use
today in the Palk Bay. The selvai mural refers to
the species bearing prominent spots along its
body with a brightly tipped red beak.
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e shape of the beak, markin
length and shapeofithe caudalfi
colouration, pigmentation, length.of p
fins, number of rays in the fin and so on are
examples of such morphological features.

' '-"#,e.rcula'r names of mural often do not
erlap with these scientific distinctions

lifferent species of fish. For instance
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ince the 1970s, chank fisheries has

been practiced outside of the control

of the state. This means that fishers
now only need a licence from the government
to collect chank but are free to sell it to
anyone. Using the techniques of free diving,
the live chank is collected from both the Palk
Bay and the Gulf of Mannar. When brought
ashore, the chank collected in this manner
still contains a mantle of organic matter
and retains the animal inside it. It is sold to
merchants who sort the shells according to
their size and quality and to small-scale shell
processors for further stages of processing.
These stages involve the smoothening and
polishing of the shell after which the chank
moves towards distinct markets - the bangle
manufacturers, decorative shell retailers or
for sale as a sacred object of worship. Blowing
into the sacred chank is a ritual performance
integral to many cultures in India and other
countries, symbolising the warding off of
evil and the announcement of an auspicious
moment.

1970s6fl60 @) HHg FBiGHS GHemwev rdler

s QUuUTL 14D @ QeueflGuw BewL_GLupmS.
IBsTeUT 6l HHOLIT PG Fhi@h GHeTLSDE L (HLD
ALl mbg 2 Mo QumGeuevT(H)LD, 26T T6L
Sjupenn wrfl b CeuedTHraTTaY|b aflHaeVTLD.
urd allfl@Lrailsb eTeTTi euewer@L Talls)b
SHETCPFHS a6V (LPEHM CLPSVLD FMhiF 6T

o ullpLeir GeaflessliLBHSsTD6T. HSenrdE
TSI urLILBID B)bBF FblEH%EHS GH6T Siflnds
STLLODULD O BeI6T afleVBI @D ()@ L.

@) eweu susnilHiaEnd @ allhasliubsSlsTment.
QUNTHTHET HUNDD I|SH6IT a6y LoHM)LD
ST&HmB CUT(HSHG! euewLILIDS SIS STD 6T
Ulsstestic oemeu Ligerd GFiiw Goev sp(hasemart
ugLILBSSICaurflib GepiiiiLBHSeTD6T. Sjeweu
QUPEUPLILITSEYLD LIeTUSTLILITS6LD ClFwiwuiu’ (b
QUEMEITIISY 2_MHLIGSSHWITOTTSHET, O(Lpsslis
BuBsr®a%6iT aflh LTI TeTTSH6T, suLflmB%ersd
vweTUBSSLILGLD YeflgliGlummerrs ailhGumi
stear QlousuBoum FhHhewgsewerd CFidlesTment .
yeflgd Fmi@ 2amg)ge0 @bSwr o 1 LsvGeumy
BT(DEHETEIT HOTEFTT OULPSBIOTS 2_6TETG).
Soweni PGS WHIGTHTLOTRT ChIdhendds
GMSG0 Yafls edlurs Fhi@ 2omg %6
SBHSLILBFBSTD S
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oday, the largest shell traders are based

in Rameswaram in Ramanathapuram

District. The steady depletion of this
resource and its durability makes shell traders
store even lower grade chanks until they
command a good price in the market. What
was considered low grade and useless at one
time, can today fetch a good price as polishing
techniques and processing material make it
possible to mask minor flaws in the shell, such
as the holes made by boring organisms. The
shells are stored in the open and soon the
outer cover disintegrates leaving behind the
naked shell.

@ esrmi, Cuflur Hyerailsd FBi@ allbhuesnet GFiiu)b
aflwrurfssr @rrwBrsLrd wreul L ggled

2 sirer @) rrGLeVauTEHSleL 2 6Tarari. @Hs»MmbgI
QEBTeTGL e (HLD FBIG eUaTLD, BleWeVLIL|dH TR LD
SHTTERTLOTS @)eUTH6T HTHIBl6L HMMbHS
FBIGHHMENS dn L CFLOSH eweudgili Lilesresti
Fhews ullsd Bevsv ailemwev GLiT@Ld CBtd

UTidg allDESTHETT. h HTVSHD HIdSHl60
SODAUTETHTHALD LILISTHDSTHLD & (HSHIILIL L
FBIGHHET SHOLITGI DUDNHMLI LIGTLIOTSHF
QFuyb CGTVBIL LISSTVID, LGLILBSSLI
LwesTL®ID CILIT(HsiT FBIFled glemeards@Lb
Ulrmenflsermsy GlFinuliul L geurysiigsst GUrsTm
Am ewpUTH ST WM G all(HeusTaLd
9Fs allensvd @ allHaLILIHE BTN, FbiE 6T
FmhsCeuafluilev CxLlldg ewaudsiiLi(healsred
allewrailsy eunmlesr CuhHymib AswshgIal BB MGI.
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commanded a high price as it was ground

into a paste for use in the manufacture
of incense. Artificial fragrances are added
to this paste and the composition of this
material allows the fragrance to endure over
longer periods. Women and children collect
the operculum which is removed from the
animal and await a passing trader who can
buy it off of them. The value of this operculum
is variable and a handful can fetch anywhere
between 20-100 rupees.

I[ n earlier times, the operculum of the shell

(pTHTVBIGZETSD FBISSleT ciply ail(PSHTH
OTHBLILL (R euTFemesT Gl EFiwLs
LWSTUL L ST6D SN & Fhewsuiled Hevev ailemev

B hbssI. Q)hs ail(sSleL CFwMHenas suTFenssT
HVBBTEV S|SH6IT UTFLD BTl BTl s LiLigGus
B)(hd@Lb. CluessTHEhLD AnjeuiaseEph FniHlsdHH
epigemws NfGg1, 9bi@ sumd alwrurfsefl b
allpui. sm ewslililiy FhiE cpigsst 20-60 @) BHSI
100 epumiis suswr ailemsv GLiT@Lb.
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he scientific name of the mollusc which
!i lives in the chank is Turbinella pyrum.
Once it is removed from the water, the
animal slowly dies. The animal is edible and
is consumed domestically where there are no
facilities for its preservation with ice, or traders
to sell it. The preparation here of a curry with
chank meat is similar to that of other curries
with chicken or mutton. In some regions,
the meat is shaved into chips which are sun
dried. This is then deep-fried and served as an
accompaniment to other food preparations.
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FBISl6D eurpd Gloevey_sdlufleit o mlailwisy Gl
‘Lir@esrsveomLiiirin’. @)g1 sevstewt flsL (3)(BH
QeuelGur sTRHHLILIL L ayL_6iT GlosDev GlosLsL
o_ulli @uisial®. usflss1gulls) LTgISHTSS]
FoL BTL_S6T waUSH (hdHS Folq Il UFSSH6T
LHMIb uThIGaSN @ allwrurflssTt Gvers
Q)L_risaflsd 2_giresrpi oHSH6T (F)end FeWLOSS
2_aiTSlSTmeTi. (F)euisst Fnisler @ewmsFlenwd
Femwliugl Gamyl wmHmib 91 Hé H1) FewliLig)
GurewGeu @) HmEsIMGI. Aev LGSlHaflsd @) sH6ir &M
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nly in the larger towns and cities

are there facilities for the storage,

preservation (by ice) and sale of
chank meat. In Mandapam, a trader has
established direct market linkages with
retailers in Bangalore. The chank meat is sold
to specific restaurants specialising in Korean
cuisine. Post-harvest processing is itself simple
involving cleaning off physical impurities using
only water. The meat is packed in standardized
boxes which are frozen and later transported.
The trade involves a careful assessment of
risks and only small volumes are traded based
on guaranteed demand.

Quiflw sarigeflib Barmisefled i HGW FbiEGd
sPleww CFL0lg g eweudssea b Lsslda g ulsy
UTGIGTSS eweussa| ailhuemet CFiiwe)h
QUFBFHET 2_6ITOTSIT. LOSHTL_LIGSHI6D (1 UT BT,
CluBigeapTlsL 2_siTer allhLswssTTaTTgHer LD
Crrigwrsg Qamifled Fawurer Ggriiy
WOUSSISTOTTT. Fhl@Hds HM) GlLmbLITeYD Glgmilwissr
QUHSH 2_GNTA|HENET FEMLOSGHLD 2_6WTAUSHBISHEHS (S
almsliiu@Slsrmg. @eunsenm LSLILKSS Liseayd
stefliw pewMe» WG ST ERS STMETT. SMluiled
266 9|Frd S BIGENENTS HETEwT 160 Dy6VF Frds LD
QFiiig), LNeT yemey Bliewrwid QF i’
Qui g sefley oewL_ggi, GeflenLig s Lilssr
@UOYSDTTHT. G)bS 1T E55530 F)BHoHGD
umw Crieyser @nlss Fflwret wHITH
Gaemeu, 9,5Cau alwrurilssr Gxseneugserflsr

2 _SFTUTHE5I5E T Anlw gjerailsd allwruryid
Qi ssTmevtii.
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he shells themselves are sourced by FRIGH® LI G)wL 505 S6lT ClBTeiTLpseD

numerous middlemen who sell these Qg GrrGusiveirsSlsd o sirer sevrid

to larger shell traders such as Kalam US55 Plpiousid, STHI] auibss Blnieusid
Traders and Gandhi Traders in Rameswaram. Gurrsirp Quiflu #6i@ euenfls VST LIS IS EhSSG
Here, numerous people are involved in aflpAlsrpert. @Gkig usLILESSID Carspavuiled
processing work. Shells have to be graded AFs whsst EQUOHSTDET. FhISls sTevL,
based on weight, shape, smoothness and size. suigeuid, GopLriiflsst aiageipliy, LHDID SfeTey
They are also categorised based on whether QuI®Ss1 Sewer IO LiL Gous(id.
they belong to the jaadi or patti varieties. S 22y YDV LIL 1y UDSDUIS

GFIHBHeMUWIT 6TITLINS HUSSHILD H6M6U HTLD

Uif&s @b sSlssTment.
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he main shell traders in Rameswaram

and Kilakarai all have processing units

located on their premises. All these
units operate small motorised polishing
machines run on electricity. Here, the naked
shell, devoid of its outer covering of organic
matter, is smoothened and given a more
uniform shape. The mouth of the shell is
smoothened of its sharp edges allowing it to
be gripped freely without injury. The people
involved in the polishing work have worked for
most of their lives in this activity and often with
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the same employer. The apex of the shell is cut
off to allow air to be blown into it. This lends
auspiciousness to the environs of the devotee
that purchases the sacred chank.

@) rrGeveurid wHMID &LpdHenrullsd

B)(h& @D sl Fmi@ allwmurfssT gbigssr
UTTEH5%5CLCW LSLILIBSSHID Fn L_HIGeDHET
WS B HEHHSTHETT. @)B1G LOTFTTSH60
@ uikig Ami G @an L HIib @wbgrbissner
QusGalsrmeri. siflwd STiiLenm MM

FBIGHefler CGupyrd euweuwliurs) Gr

LT TWTeT sulgeuld UL suswm &L i)
HledTmert. FmisledT eumriiiiL@gulledhds @b

Fn T QPULD DBWTEHLD CLITE) HFHHW6Td
STWILHSST @) hdbE S LILIEGS Wb
UWWLILTSSLILGLD. @)bs Gl e L HIb Ceusmev
Qb CBTLPVTETTSHET HhIS6T 6uTLPBT6N6V
QUL ullsy B)hsd CFTHemsVBW 9FieyLD
2Cr BnisuaTsFled ClFIS) (S STm6STIT. Fbigsledr
5@, 2018110 STHMI 2 1 CFVeUSDNHTSH Gleul Ig
TSHSLLDBILD. FBIG, WS UTHIGLD LIGSTler

HOMILULTEHDS LOBIGMTETIOTSSF CFLISIDG
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fter being polished, the shells are Cuo@sn L L lsT g2mig FF G Epib

once again stored in separate piles UL FFRIGHED saflssealGu dlLnigsafld

in the godowns; always according to ®allS51 wasEILQSSTDET. G)bs &b
the variety - either jaadi or patti. These shells Qs ® G uFILBSSLI LT D)
are rarely sold as-they-are without further rETweT QoG L6 CFIWILL T Sja
processing or chemical polishing. While it may @ BéHG0 BaoaoulCCuw allhaiiu@eug o)fg.
appear as though a large quantity is processed Ble(pib sTyTeTOTST6 LSUILIEGS SIS GLTed
daily, in reality, fresh stocks of good size are Garerplarrepd, QU jeTey HFlw FhIGSsT
only available depending on the success of SIBHHTET LiGaEISa GG FlewL&EL.
each new season and often traders dip into Syl Fsd Gmpsred elwrurfssr uspu
earlier stocks to meet higher demands. QoY srégsafldlmbs sTGUUT.
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he process of chemical polishing

involves subjecting the shell to

two stages of chemical treatment.
First, the shell is placed in a solution of
bleaching powder where it loses some of its
pigmentation. Next, it is briefly dipped in a
highly diluted solution of hydrogen chloride.
In the larger processing centres, workers are
seen wearing gloves and protective boots but
the acrid smell of acid is reminiscent of its
corrosive power and offers a strange contrast
to the glistening smoothness of the shell.
Save for its shape and name, there is little to
indicate the chank’s incredible journey from
the Palk Bay's seabed to the mantelpiece of an
unknown consumer’s home.

@) rFrweTr QL HIm L L 60 pewmuilsy Fhi@dsir
@)rent(h Blewevsaflsd @) reETweaTSSe0 1pLpsH
WeUSGELILIHESITDET. (PFH6V Blewsvuiley, Fbi@dsir
FUMeUS HTTd HewTFedlsd GUTLLiLiBHElesTment,
ILIBUTg| 9ewmeu FAPIF BMSEHHET Lilgemou
Qusslsipar. 9GS5 Pleeouiled Fids

swanL et &Garrenrl 9Lilevds BemTFedlsy Mo
&8 eTRSSLILBL. Quiflw udb@Geauls LBSSID
LW BIL 66D O TLIOTATTH6T 60 2 WM EIHLD
LITGISTLILITES &TeV6wila@hLd Ojewilbd) HLriLengL
UTT&H6VTLD. YesTTeD (3)h% I LilevGSleoT ST Gy
9|B6T &G HeTewioenw Blenarayl (Heubrs
B)(HLILIGI FHRISGT LIOTLSTLILD 61 (LYeu L)LIL|LOT6sT
FeTewd@ CHOrdlrrs @) HsSmg). Fhidker
aulgeuGemSHU|D QUwenTw b sally LiTd
allflgLrallsr sLpuBensulsdhhg 2 600
aBGsr @) Hdb@GL KSTCuTT spheufleir aflH
OISV eUeDT BLOLOT6V HLOLI(PLYIITS LIWIGTTHeNS
BuplaTsrdlsrmer sTeTLSM & Coublmibs
SEDLWTTIPLD (3)6Dem6.
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he final stage of departure from coastal

Tamil Nadu onward to different parts

of India and abroad can sometimes
involve a long waiting period for the chank.
To negotiate the fickleness of both supply
and demand in the chank trade, successful
owners of companies rely on vast networks
of knowledge bearers on either end of the
supply-demand spectrum. The livelihoods of
those involved in its trade (fishers, traders,
labourers, sales people and owners) depends
on several generations of knowledge
production and practice. All links of the chain
need to be strong for this trade to survive. To
ensure the fair distribution of benefits from
this trade, these multiple skills and knowledge
must be understood. At the same time we
must acknowledge that the gains in this trade

have brought with it an accumulation of losses,

both in culture and in nature.
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FBIGH6T Flev Crrmisafilsy Cleug, BTl ssiT

HTS5E (BB CHTBHID. FBiGHeTeT ursH
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Compared to the settlements in the Gulf of
Mannar, Palk Bay's coastal communities are
considered relatively recent occupants, with
some accounts tracing their presence here to
the period of Portuguese rule in the sixteenth
century. While there are no detailed studies
that have traced precise settlement patterns
for the entire stretch of coastline, historical
records and oral histories reveal that present-
day settlements along the Palk Bay were the
result of two movement patterns. One was

a west-east movement of people from the
hinterland to the coast and the other a north-
south movement of communities from the Gulf
of Mannar in the south and the Nagapattinam
coast to its north. Many families in the Palk
Bay, particularly those involved in the erstwhile
state-controlled pearl and chank fisheries also
share kinship ties with families in Sri Lanka.

LOGSTEUTT T eueweT G L_Tafler @& Lg uilpLiLsGearm(
sUuUHDCUTg, urd aillflgLrallsT &L Gsorr
FePpoHbISeT FILIGHD @1 CuplueuiserTsd

& (HBLILIDSSTMEVTIT. LIGISTTMHITLD [T DM T6vTLq 60
Guridad Awr 1" Fé s Tevd B0 (HHgI B)6uiTasir
@B sudliLieuiserrad Flev @Ml ssr

o MISISTMET. BL_CevmrLs LiGhBuilest wLppsusbleiid
@ruiieyser upmlw eflifleurer oy uiaser (3)sVsws.
urds eflfl@GLr Cb®H\% @)ssTmieTer @ g ull(HLiL|dseir
@) suewHWTET G CWDMLI LITenDS%6r60
QUBHEUTHET 6TETLIENS UTVTHMILI Lil6)dE1HLD
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R6TMI, 2 L LIGS%6Med(Hhd &HL_NHEHenTLI
U@GFld @ wohaer Cunelasranr Gum@ — Slipds @
Liwiewtid. HEMTeTmI, 616160l ([Hd @ LD LoedTes T
QUG LT 6L _&d5l6D 2 _6IT6 BT LILIL 1g65TLD
SHLDEHMITF FeLpShBISHaTeT il _d@h-— C5m@,
LwenTid. Limrd eflfl@Lmi u@suiled eudlds @
9ICBBd &BHIDLBIGET, &DILILITS (LPeSTEITT6iT
SYTad SOUUTL19HGST @ BHS (PHSI LoHHID
FBIGS Gomlwevsaflsd FHILILL &b DLIGISEHS S,
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he Marakkayar, Labbai and Rowther

are the most prominent Tamil-speaking

Muslim communities who settled along
the Palk Bay coastline in several waves of
migration. Like their counterparts, the Labbai
also trace their origins to Arab migrations
several centuries ago. Scholars identify
differences between these groups based on
their period of migration and differences in
practices of worship, social life and religious
belief.

The Hazrat Rowther Appa Waliullah Dargah
at Kottaipatinam in Pudukkotai District is an
important place of worship. Allah Pitchai, a
fisher from the Meenavar Colony hamlet of
Kottaipatinam holds it in high esteem - “Once
a year this Dargah comes to life when a
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large annual feast is organised with people’s
contributions. The Dargah is popular among
people of all faiths since it has the power to
relieve persistent physical ailments and lighten
their burdens and sorrows”

LDI&STWIT, OLIEDL LoMMILD TT6YSHST LISV (LHe»M
@)L CLwiTeysE L Ulst urd aflfl@gLmeilsr
sL_GBurrsglev @14 Cuplw wpdalwmer Huilp
Guarib peelid FepsmiGeTToUT. LMHM SLOLD
Guaib wpeelid FeypsmisemariIGLT, sLIewLI
FOPS(PLD LIS BTMHM T6UT (h S E0hd &) (LpGIT6uTT 6V
9y prpsefsd mbg @)L bCLIWTHE aubSHTHS
QeTvdleTmert. @)L DELWIhg eubg STeVLD,
auflurl_ () pewM, FCLPSH UTLPEHDS, L0S
BL&ems alwsunmlsT g liLen_uiley, &)boHd
FePSHBISEHSSL G 2_siter Geumiur(HoHsner

M EHTSH6T BT Ml ST 6OTIT.

Ya15Carleni meul L ggled

Q&TL enL_LIL 14 aTSH60 2_6iTem amsVTs

TreySS5T QLIUT euedlusDeOTan STHT 6(h

WSS wnTet auflur’ () eV & L.
CarienL i’ g gled LBaoui srevent] sTey)id
GHITTLSWGF CFibg evevran LilFens

eI eTeu @)bs Hiam UMM GlumenLou)L_ssT
QerevdpTi : “YeT Bl @ P (PeOD LD&HEBET
usiseflliyL_er o Guflw eflBHg THLT(H
QEinuiuGEmgl. HLGuTg @)bs @)L G

2 ulliQuMmg CuredBHd@ . @)hs STHT ahsefler
QBHBTeweTwt 2 160 CHTIISHM6T &6TLILIHESH6 LD
LGS GIWITHBIGENT, 16T LIBIGENETS &69MHE56)LD
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wghIseaTE CFipbg wohasefl b Llyuswrs
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he Marakkayar, Labbai and Rowther

Muslims have engaged in various

maritime businesses including the
pearl and chank fisheries both in India and
Ceylon. Today, the disparity in economic
conditions within these communities is stark.
Families with an ability to access and manage
capital through the state or through other
family enterprises eventually invested in
mechanised trawlers which were promoted by
the state as fisheries development schemes.
Families without access to such capital, such
as Allah Pitchai’s, continue smaller scale
fishing techniques such as hook-and-line
fishing, always in competition with their own
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community groups over dwindling resources.
This reality of inequality in the Palk Bay's
fisheries is a common feature among fishing
communities of all faiths.

WI&STWT, VLISVL, TTeYdbsi Lpervedlibass,
@hFwr wHmIb @vBienasulsd (pdhg! LoHMmILD
FBI@ WerLiligasst 2 1" L LVGeum SL_VFTI
Qariflvseaflev mHLUL B @) BHHS)(HdHSlSTm6TI.
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rom Kollukadu in Thanjavur District to

Olaikuda in Ramanathapuram District,

the Kadaiyar caste is one of the
prominent community groups of the Palk Bay.
Like many other caste groups, the narratives
of origin for the Kadaiyar are highly contested,
including theories that they were lime grinders
(katai meaning churn), or descendants of
Lord Rama'’s last (kadai) brother or that they
were sub-castes of other groups. Kadaiyar
Pattankatti is the preferred autonym of the
community. Some Kadaiyar groups were
engaged in non-fishing occupations as well.
Among the Kadaiyar, there are Hindu fishers
but the majority belong to the Catholic faith
with many having been converted at the time
of Portuguese rule and by successive groups
of Jesuit priests.

BHEHFTYT oMUl L_GIl6dT 1 meiTEmhdsds L 1g 6D

@) BHGI TTOBTSLTLD LOTeUL L GF6IT §p6m60 @G LT
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FTE) TATMILD LID HENSHHET 2_6TaT6IT. FHe» LT
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Cairhgeuisenta o srereri. @)euiast GUTidadAw
QL F sTOSIIVID Y OSH DS GWHHNTE abg
@) Cwia Fewuulledt LTHMOTTHETTELD LOFHLOTHMLD

OF I _L_eui&eT.

138

14-10-2017 15:44:22



oosai Sakarias of Olaikuda recalls

days when he would travel to Ceylon

or Thoothukudi for the chank diving
season at a time when this fisheries was still
controlled and operated by the Fisheries
Department. “Chank was found in plentiful
numbers in those days. It was at that time
that I bought this chank at Thoothukudi. It's
a jaadi changu. I had the name of Our Mother
engraved on it. See how heavy it is.”

At age 74, Sakarias looks back on a life of
adventure and hard work. He has ventured
into all varieties of fishing at one time or the
other including chank fisheries, gill net fishing,
trap fishing and even trawling, both in Indian
and Sri Lankan waters. Sakarias’ maintained
meticulous accounts on his fishing operations
daily. Today, these books give us a glimpse of
marine life in the past. More importantly, they
illustrate that for fishers like Soosai Sakarias,
the management of business ventures relied
not just on economic logic but also on a
careful negotiation and maintenance of social
relations, and community norms.

KTPB_100ct2017.indd 134

RwGLTallsd) eudfls @G @Gama Faflwmen

eiTLilig SHemBISemeT LsiTou6Td GlenmUilesTi & mhidssiT
S HUUTL 196D ewausg @) wdhsSw STeV S0 FbiE
Uiy CiughHaTs @)eVBIenssCasT HT5515E15CHT
LwensTd QFIIS BTL_S6W6T Blewaure)dn fSmTi.
“OIBBTL_B6M6D Fbi@hB6T JTTOTLOTS FewL_dd 60T
ILIQUTWSISTET @) bBHF FhINS HTHGId5E9q-uilsd
aurmid Gesredr. ()51 2origd FmiG. Guoi

gjsremeruilsst Cuweny @)FlsL CFg5H5d CFiiGsHedT.

6TEUGUATEY HEITLOT @) (hdHB MG LIT(HBIGHET .

74 snwgrer FHMWTedl6T auTLpdhends Lisy
FTHFBIGEHLD SH1g6T 2_eDPLILILD Blewmibg
RETMTGLD. jeuri &Fmi@ Leirilly, GlFaysit

auewe Leiriily, Qurm) Besriilg, @il

BfleL eirLilig @i wpewm 2 1L e heiriilig
WPEMEBEDETLI LIHLIY FLOWBIGH6TSD ()HSw

@) VBINSH HL_6VHeTs) CFigsTearTi. &atwmsv
9|urg Slewat] siriiliy BL_oug bewassmer Lm
&8 HOURTLOTHS HEWTdhE, MOUSS (HHSTT. (B)6TmI,
(3) 55655185 (@& H 6T LD ) DHBMEV &HL_606UTLD
o_ullflermisswerts upm) Ml 2_seyslsTment.

@) sTenih WPHEWWTSE, FGews Faflwrsv GursTm
IBeTOUT S Ehdb G UTHSE (pwhAsHener Blisudliiugi,
@urr@mrrgjrrn UL BAGL_BISHEMET Lol (HLOGVEVTS]
Smewwwrer GUisFauTTHem e,

FUPHEHSIV 2_Mey, FPpSTi CBMlpewmEHeMaTLI
UL FTibS(HHSSI TETLNS BHLOd S,
YA EE T

14-10-2017 15:44:23



KTPB_100ct2017.indd 135 14-10-2017 15:44:26




he Parathavar or Paravar people

are one of the oldest maritime

communities of the Gulf of Mannar
with some families living in Rameswaram to its
north. Historical records mention the centrality
of this community to the operation of pearl
fisheries and other maritime trade including
salt-making, boat-building and shipping over
the last two millennia. In the mid 1500s, the
entire community is said to have converted to
Catholicism in mass ceremonies, in return for
Portuguese protection against the onslaught
of Arab attacks. At one time the Parathavar
caste leader, the Jadi Thalaivan, mediated
community affairs with colonial powers and
religious leaders.

Today, economic disparities among the
Parathavar is stark. Sitting at the famous Lady
of Snows Basilica in Thoothukudi, Genovo, a
retired chank diver and association leader,
voices his thoughts on the subject, “People talk
about the glorious time of the Parathavars.
But the truth is that we have not looked out
for each other. Today, in Thoothukudi we
have extremely rich Paravar decked in pearls
living side-by-side with the poor fisherman
who doesn’t know his fate for the next day. I
welcome everyone to engage in this (chank
diving) profession now, irrespective of their
caste.”
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he Catholic Church has always played

a central role in the affairs of fishers

even though it did not interfere in their
day-to-day operations or organisation. The
Catholic Church through its parishes officiated
over social events and ceremonies such as the
blessing of a new boat, the start of a fishing
season and so on. In return, fishers of the
parish had to remit to the church a percentage
of their earnings.

Isaikimuthu, the leader of a chank divers’
association in the hamlet of Therespuram,

the largest fishing village of Thoothukudi,
summarises their current relations with the
church, “The roles of church leadership and
fishing leadership are separate. The affairs of
the big church do not concern us. We have our
hands full with the issues here. We have to get
basic facilities for our people - toilets, health
centres, schools, subsidies... my days are fulll”
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mong the numerous communities
that have taken to free diving and
to other forms of fishing are the

Ambalakarar or Muthariyar. Belonging to the
Hindu faith, they are said to have migrated
from hinterland districts of Tamil Nadu
towards the coast over just the last century.
Most families trace one or two generations as
having moved from interior regions but they
demonstrate remarkable skills and knowledge
of the seas in their lifetimes of work.

In the Therespuram region of Thoothukudi,
many Ambalakarar families are respected and
proficient in fisheries-related work. A skilled
diver, Mageshwaran says “In our family we
have tried different ideas to augment our
incomes. It has to be something related to
fishing since that is what we know best. My
brother is now managing a small business in
the sale of fish and we are also experimenting
with trap fishing in our waters for the first
time.”
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eligious iconography marks the

lives and spaces of fishers. These

take the form of flags, boat oculus
designs, spaces of worship on the street and
personal articles of clothing, talismans and
charms. Among Hindu fishers, iconography
around Lord Murugan, the son of Shiva is
popular, while the white flag bearing a red
cross symbolic of the Catholic Church flutters
aplenty off the Thoothukudi harbour. These
religious symbols and rituals serve to control
spirits and invoke gods. They also help humans
mark and negotiate territories and resources
both on land and at sea.

In an unequal world, the fragility of

identity is strongly linked to access to
resources, particularly under caste- and
class-based discriminatory hierarchies. To
ensure continued coexistence among the
communities of the Palk Bay and Gulf of
Mannar, itis crucial to take seriously the health
of its marine life and the just distribution of
resources among all its peoples.
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The CMPA Project
The Project “Conservation and Sustainable Management of Coastal and Marine Protected Areas” (CMPA) is a project
of the Indo-German technical co-operation . It is funded by the German Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature
Conservation, Building and Nuclear Safety (BMUB) and implemented by the Ministry of Environment, Forests and
Climate Change (MoEFCC), Government of India, and the Deutsche Gesellschaft fir Internationale Zusammenarbeit
(GIZ) GmbH on behalf of BMUB.

Established to support the achievement of the Aichi targets of the Convention on Biological Diversity, the Project’s
overall goal is to contribute to conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity in selected areas along the coast of
India. Taking into consideration the economic importance of the coastal zone for large segments of the population,

the Project's approach is people centered, thus ensuring the support for conservation by those depending on healthy
coastal ecosystems.
This publication was done under the CMPA project.
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