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OCTOPOD RESOURCES 

E. G. SILAS, R. SARVESAN AND K. SATYANARAYANA RAO 

ABSTRACT 

The Octopod resources of the Indian seas arc dealt with and the possibilities for organising a fishery by adopting modem 
methods of fishing are discussed. 

INTRODUCTION 

Among cephalopod resources, octopods are the least 
exploited in India. It is known that octopods occur 
in fair quantities in different parts of the Indian coasts 
(Hornell, 1917). In earlier years there has been fishing 
of octopods in some areas along the mainland coast. 
However, at the present time, the exploitation of octo­
pods is chiefly in the Nicobar Island and in the Lakshad-
weep where it supports subsistence fishery. 

As many as 200 species of Octopodidae are known 
to occur in the World Oceans (Worms, 1983). Of 
these about 60 species are known from the Indian 
Ocean (Hoyle, 1886 ; Goodrich, 1896 ; Massy, 1916 ; 
Robson, 1929 ; Adam, 1938, 1939b ; Oommen, 1966, 
1967, 1971, 1976, 1977a ; SUas, 1968 ; Pickford, 1974 ; 
Roper et al., 1984). Thirty eight species of octopods 
belonging to the family Octopodidae, Tremoctopodidae, 
and Argonautidae abound the Indian Seas including 
Andaman and Lakshadweep Seas (Table 1). Of these. 

TABLE 1. Distribution of species of octopods in the Seas around 
India 

Seas uound Mainland Andaman Sea Lakihadweep 
Isaods* 

Octopus aegina Gray Octopus arboreseens Octopus 
(Hoyle) gardtner 

Octopus areolatus Orbigny Octopus elegans Brook (Hoyle) 
Octopus cyaneus Gray 
Octopus defilippiVcTiny 

Octopus doUfusi Robson 

Octopus cyaneus Gray 
Octopus globosus 

Appellof 
Octopus hongkongemis 

Hoyle 

Octopus fusiformis 
Brook 

Octopus globosus 
Appellof 

Octopus herdmani 
Hoyle 

Octopus hongkongensls 
Hoyle 

Octopus macropus Risso 
Octopus membranaceus 

Quoy &Gaimard 
Octopus pallida Hoyle 
Octopus rugosus Bosc 

Octopus varunae Oommen 

Octopus winekworthi 
(Robson) 

Cistopus Indicus 
(Orbigny) 

Scaergus unicirrhus 
Orbigny 

ffapalochlaena maculosa 
(Hoyle) 

Berrya annae Oommen 
Berry a hoy lei (Berry) 
Berrya keralensis 

Oommen 
Teretoetopia alcocki 

Robson 
Teretoctopus indicus 

Robson 
Tremoctopus vlolaeeus 

Delia Chiaje 
Argonauta argo Linnaeus 
Argonauta Mans Solander 

Octopus horridus 
Orbigny 

Octopus michalumpshrot 
Goodrich 

Octopus nierstrazi Adam 

Octopus prashadi Adam 

Octopus rugosus (Bosc) 
Octopus taprobanensis 

Robson 
Octopus vulgaris Cuvier 
Teretoctopus alcocki 

Robson 
Berrya keralensis 

Oommen 
Benthoctopus profundorum 

Robson 
Tremoctopus vlolaeeus 

Delia Chiaje 
Argonauta bottgeri 

Maltzan 

* tbo resowve information >$ incomplete. 
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the common species are Octopus dollfusi, Octopus 
globosus and Cistopus indicus. 

Many octopods such as Octopus dollfusi, O. cyaneus, 
O. aegina and Cistopus indicus occur in shallow coastal 
waters in the intertidal and subtidal areas among 
rocks, stones or corals hiding themselves among 
crevices. Unlike squids and cuttlefishes octopods 
lead a solitary life and do not form schools. Some 
species such as Berrya spp. occur in deep waters along 
the continental shelf edge and upper continental slope. 
A few others such as Ocythoe and Tremoctopus are 
pelagic (Voss, 1973). 

Some octopods are known to make seasonal migra­
tions which are influenced by breeding activity. 
Octopods are exclusively carnivores and they feed on 
crustaceans, fishes and moUusus. There is very little 
information on the biological aspects of octopods of 
Indian Seas. Sarvesan (1974) studied the brooding 
habits of Octopus dollfusi. 

At present there is no demand for octopods within 
the country except in the bait fishery and where they 
are caught as subsistence fishery. There appears to be 
scope for developing an octopus fishery, particuarly 
in the Andaman, Nicobar Islands, the Lakshadweep, 
the Gulf of Maninar and Palk Bay and the Gulf 
of Kutch. 

SUBSISTENCE FISHING 

Shell traps consisting of lines of shells such as Lambis, 
Tonna dolium, Rapana bulbosa, Murex virgineus and 
Hemifusus were commonly used for fishing octopus 
at Tondi, Devipatnam and Mandapam on the south­
east coast of India (Hornell, 1917 ; Sarvesan, 1974). 

As early as in 1902, Boden Kloss in his travels through 
the Andaman and Nicobar Islands wrote about the 
torch light fishing in Car Nicobar. One of us (E.G.S.) 
had occasion to witness this in January, 1960 at Car 
Nicobar. During low tide extensive areas of this reef 
are exposed and when this happens at night hundreds 
of villagers congregate along the shoreline with 2 metre 
or longer torches made of dried coconut palm leaves 
which would keep burning for a couple of hours. 
Different types of spears are used for spearing fish and 
octopods from the coral rock pools and from between 
submerged boulders. This is almost a ritual fishing 
and may last for about two to three hours at night. 

During daytime, at Malacca Bay, Car Nicobar 
(Pis I and II) when the tide is receding, women and 
children can be seen harpooning in or poisoning coral 
rock pools for fish and octopods, The poison used 

is the seed of Barringtonia which tree is abimdant 
along the water front. The spiny rachi of a palm is 
used as the base for grating the seed and the mash is 
mixed in the water in tide pools or in receding rivulets 
which are at one end fimnelled to a trap using coconut 
palm leaves on dead coral boulders (PI. I D). The 
different types of spears and harpoons used in fishing 
from the reef area (photographs by E.G.S.) are shown 
in PI. III. 

At Agati one of us (E.G.S.) has seen octopods being 
caught from the lagoon and reef by using along, 
straight iron rod barbed at the tip. The octopods 
(species not confirmed) caught weigh about 700 gm to 1 
kg or so and are used for local consumption and as bait. 

OCTOPUS FISHING IN OTHER COUNTRIES 

The octopod fisheries and fishing methods adopted 
in the major octopod producing countries are relevant 
and hence are briefly dealt with below. Major exploi­
tation of octopods is concentrated in the Pacific and 
Atlantic Oceans and the Mediterranean Sea by various 
countries of which Spain, Japan, Republic of Korea, 
Italy, Morocco, Thailand, Mexico, Portugal, U.S.SR. 
and Tunisia are leading in production. The world 
octopod production was of the magnitude of 
190,1291 in 1981 accounting for 14.6% of world total 
cephalopod production (F.A.O., 1983). The octopods 
contribute slightly more than the cuttlefishes to the 
world cephalopod production as the latter accounted 
for 13.7% in the world production. Spain is the 
foremost country in octopod production with an 
annual production of 61,5891 in 1981. Japan has 
been the leading country until recently but her pro­
duction has declined and was 56,7491 in 1981. The 
average annual octopod production of the ten major 
countries during 1977-'81 are given in Table 2. It may be 

TABLE 2. Average annual octopod production in ten leading 
countries during 1977-'81. 

Country 

Spain 
Japan 
Republic of Korea 
Italy 
Morocco 
Thailand 
Mexico 
Portugal 
U.S.S.R. 
Tunisia 

Production 
(tonnes) 

57,885 
56,749 
18,333 
11,535 
9,482 
6,460 
5,791 
5,065 
4,137 
3,416 

Source; F,A,0.(1983) 
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PLATE II. A-C. Malacca Bay, Car Nicobar at low lidc when wonien and children 
fish for fill fishes and octopods after poisoning the rock pools and 
receding rivulets and also use traps (B). (Photos : I;;. G. S.) 
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seen that fairly good quantities of octopods are 
also harvested by the Republic of Korea and Italy. 
Most of the species of octopods exploited in com­
mercial fisheries in various parts of the world belong 
to the genera Octopus, Cistopus and Eledone. 

Spain's octopod production in the Eastern Central 
Atlantic is obtained from bottom trawling by medium 
and large stern trawlers (Anon, 1977). The catches 
comprise of three species of octopods viz.. Octopus 
vulgaris, Eledone cirrhosa and Eledone moschata-
Japan exploits octopus resources present in her coastal 
waters, the oceanic areas around Hokkaido in the 
Pacific Ocean and distant waters in the Eastern Central 
Atlantic Ocean off Sahara and Mauritania. 

In Japanese waters there are two distinct octopod 
fisheries, fishery in the Inland Sea and that in oceanic 
waters. In the octopod fishery in the coastal waters of 
the Inland Sea of Japan which is mainly for Octopus 
vulgaris from Hokkaido to Okinawa and the northern 
oceanic fishery around Hokkaido for larger-sized 
species such as Paroctopus dofleni, the bottom trawl 
is the main gear employed. Octopus fishing in the 
coastal waters of Japan is carried out aUnost throughout 
the year and accounts for 30 per cent of Japan's octopod 
production. Fishing is generally restricted to 20-30 m 
depth and has been recently extended to 80 m zone. 
Fishing operations are conducted when tidal current 
is strong. The stocks in the inshore waters consisted of 
Octopus vulgaris and Octopus ocellatus and are fished 
by trawling and gears such as octopus pots, trailing 
hooks, long lines, hand lines and spears. The fishing 
methods and gears employed depend on the behaviour 
of the octopods and nature of the environjnent. 

Fishing with octopus pots takes advantage of the 
hiding habit of octopus in crevices and hollows in the 
reefs or rocky areas. Ceramic pots of different sizes 
and shapes or wooden boxes are tied in series to a 
m^n line and laid on the sea bottom with or without 
bait. Each unit or ' basket' consists of 600 to 800 
metre mainline with 50-100 pots or boxes. The pots 
are lifted after 1-3 days. In recent years ceramic 
pots and wooden boxes are being replaced by boxes of 
vinyl chloride (Yamashita, 1976). 

Trailing hooks operated in waters of 10-50 m depth 
from a small boat are hooks with fish or entrails of 
octopus as bait and provided with a line and they are 
dragged over gravel or rocky bottom. The trailing 
hooks arc also operated by allowing them to drift 

with the current or the wind, attached to buoys 
(Yamashita, 1976; Anon, 1981). One fisherman can 
operate 15-20 such hooks from a small boat of less 
than 3 t. The length of the lines from buoy to the 
hook is carefully adjusted according to the nature of 
bottom and water depth and is approximately 1.3 
times the depth. When an octopus is entangled, the 
buoy stops drifting and the line is hauled up. 

Long-lines employed in octopus fishing in Japan 
consists of a mainliae 450-2,000 m in length with about 
2,000 hooks. The long-lines are of two types, those 
with baited hooks and those without bait. In the 
latter type of hooks the reverse movement of octopus 
is made use of for hooking. Ihe long-lines can be 
used by a fisherman with a small boat of 51 capacity 
and a set of 10-20 long-Tines are laid at depths ranging 
from 70-150 m. The fishery is conducted during the 
spawning season of octopods when they migrate from 
deeper to shallow waters. 

Handlines with various types of barbless hooks 
arranged around a stem like a jig are also employed 
in octopus fishing. The handline hooks are usually 
baited and operated from a small boat in shallow to 
moderately deep waters. 

Apart from the above methods of fishing, spears, 
harpoons or rakes are also used in Japan for catching 
octopus found in shallow waters in the subtidal zone. 
In this method the fisherman make use of a glass 
bottomed bucket to locate octopus crawling at the 
bottom. 

Three species of cotopods Octopus aegina, 0. dollfusi 
and Cistopus indicus are obtained in bottom trawl nets 
from the continental shelf of Hong Kong. 0. aegina 
occurs at depths of 30-120 m in Hong Kong waters 
and the annual production of this species is about 1001 
(Voss and Williamson, 1971). Octopus dollfusi and 
Cistopus indicus are distributed from shallow depths 
upto to 50 m. Cistopus indicus is a common octopod 
captured in kelongs of Singapore and consumed 
(Pickford, 1974). 

A keen demand exists for octopod products in some 
countries especially Japan (Anon, 1977 ; Santhana-
krishnan, 1984). There are good possibilities for 
organizing a fishery in the country for this non-
conventional resource by adopting suitable methods 
for their sustained exploitation. 
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