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In :::reasing utiliz ~t i o n of pra wns both 
in the interna l acd exte rnal mol kets has 
c rea ted a la rge demand for thi s commo
d ity in reC9'l t yea rs. W hile efforts are 
b eing m,de to meet such demands 
through more intensifie d exploitation of 
the resources from the conventional 
prawn grounds, oftenseriolls shortages 
of th e raw material have been experi
enced due to the fluctuations in the 
fishery. From time to time aoprehen
s ia ns have a lso bee n expresse d whether 
this na tu ra l re source could be s ustai ned 
under the ever increasing exp loitation 
of the stock . Scien tists, administrators 
and industrialists believe that pra wn 
culture o n a commercial scale is inevit
able and perhaps the only immediate 
ans wer to provide enough s upply to 

. mee t the d emand of th e exp"rt o riented 
prawn industry. 

The dynamic e nvironmen t of the 
estuaries and adjoi ning backwaters 
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plays a v ital role in the fishe ry of th e 
coasta l areas in general and th e prawn 
fi shery in particular. In the past few 
ye ars , the industry had to some ,:,xte nt, 
depended on the juvenile p rawn catche s 
of the backwaters. Of lat e , the re have 
been complaints th at the backwaters are 
indiscriminately fishe d . This has led 
to an appeal from the State Fisher ies 
authorities against the indiscriminate 
addition and use of s take nets in the 
backwate rs d uring high tide which may 
adversely affect the recruitment to the 
fishery . 

In general , the prawn fishery in 
Co chin backwaters can b e divided into 
c apture fi shery and culture fisbery. The 
capture fisbery practiced in tbe open 
b ackwaters using various indigenous 
gears such as stake ne ts, cast ne ts , gill 
nets and chines e nets has been in exist
ence for a very long time. Here, tbe 
prawns wbich ente r the b ackwaters in 
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their post-larval stages are fishe d indis
criminately, irrespective of their size 
and season. [n the culture fishery, the 
juvenile Drawns are allowed to ente r 
the fields (Pokkali fields) through sluice 
gates , to remai n there and grow fo r 
some time and then are fished periodi
ca lly. This has the distinct advantage of 
assured catch. The prawns also have a 
fast rate of growth in these fields. The 
available information suggests a pro

mising fu tur e for the further deve lop
ment of this method in our backwaters. 

. The penaeid prawns, which are 
commercia lly important , have the habit 
of spending a part of their development 
stages in the estuaries and backwaters. 
They ente r the estuaries in their late 
larval and ear ly juvenile s tages and 

grow to a certain size before migrating 
to the shelf waters in the sea, The 
estuarine environment plays a signifi
cant role in their survival and growth 
and they are ca lled their 'Natural Nur
series'. The ecological features like 
water circu lation, low salinity , high 

nutrient content, suitable substratum and 
comparatively calm surroundings make 
it an ideal place for the rapid growth 
of the juveniles (4 to 10 months) during 
their estuarine phase. 

Fishing season 

The fishery for the commercially 
important penaeid pra wns in the back
waters exists almost throughout the 
year, the main fishing season being 
November / December to May / June . 
The carideans such as the giant fresh 
water prawn - Macrobrachium rosen
bergii - (Konchu), which migrates to the 
backwaters for spawning, are fished in 
good numbers during September/Oc to
ber. [n the culture fields the season 
exter.ds from November to April and 
the peak fishing season is during 
February - April. [n some of the peren
n ia l fields prawn fishery exists through
O'-1t the year. 

"Fishing methods 

[n table [, the important gears used 
in the backwate r area are gi.ven with 
the de tails. 

TABLE -[ 

Name 

Stake nets 

Cast nets} 
Free nets 

Gill nets 

Chines e nets 
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Nos. Season 

2976 Throughout the year 

625 -do-

1082 -do-

Mesh size Catch/unit/day 
-------

- 2 cm. 2 - 10 kg. 

2 - 3 cm. 5 - 10 kg . 

1 - 1.5 cm. 2 - 3 kg, 
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Considering the magnit ude of the 
ca tch obtained . the stake nets and the 
sluice nets (used in pra wn culture fields) 
are the most im?ortant fishing gears 
prevalent in these areas. 

Stake net fishing 

A stake net is a more or less conical 
bag net about 15 m long with the mesh 
size progressively increasing fr o m the 
cod end towards the mouth (Fig . 1). 
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Fig. 1. A stake lIet ready Jor fishing 

These are tied on to two stakes which 
are fixed across the b ackwaters in rows. 
These nets are ope rated in the evenings 
extending to the early hours of th e night 
or a t day break, during low ti d e, against 
the current. The fis hing opera tion is 
closely related to the luna r Dhases and 
is carried out fo r about 8-lO d'ays in each 
lunar phase (Thakkom.) 

Sluice nets 

This is operated in the Drawn cu! 
ture fields by fixing a con icai net ti e d to 
a r ectangular bamboo frame at the 
mouth of the sluice ga te . It IS almost 
similar in shape to the stake net, the 
length is about 6- 8 m and the mesh s ize 
10-15 mm. The details of operation are 
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given separate ly . Othe r gears like bag 
ne ts (ko ru vala), drag nets (vadi vala ) 
and ' Paachil' ar e also employed for 
fis hing in these areas. 

Species contributing to the fishery 

The com:nercially important penaeid 
prawns fished from the backw aters in 
the order of their abundance are Meta
penaeus dobsoni (Thelli chemmeen) , 
M. monoceros (Choodan chemmeen) , 
Penaeus indicus (Naran chemmeen), P. 
monodon and P. semisulcatus (Kara 
chemmeen). In the stake net catches 
about 65 -700;. is contributed by M . dob
soni and 15 - 200;. by M. monoceros. In 
culture fields usually more than_500;. of 
the catch is of M. dobsoni and 30-35% of 
P. indicos. Fluc tuations in p e rce ntage 
composition often occur. From February 
to Apri l , the catches of P. indicus in
crease and during other months M. 
dobsoni becomes dominant. 

Prawn production 

The prawn fishery of Kerala back
waters contributes significant ly to the 
total prawn production of the state. In 
the absence of accurate s ta tistics, only 
gross estimates are avai lable for the 
production of prawns from the estuarine 
and backwater regions. However, the 
estimated ann ual fish production fro m 
these areas is around 12,000 tonnes , 750;. 
of which is contribute d by prawns. 
Dur ing 1970 an estimated quantity of 
1564 to nnes of prawns was landed by 
stake nets of Co chin b ackwaters while 
th e catches from pra wn culture fields 
amouuted to 3698 tonnes. In the sub
sequent years of 1971 a nd 1972, th e 
landings from s take Bets and prawn 
culture fields were estimated at 1738 
and 1756 tonnes respec tively. The 
landings from various other gears 
operating in the backwaters can be put 
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approximately at 40% of the above 
figures, which no d oubt are arbitrary 
and the resource is likely to be much 
m ore . 

Prawn cu Iture 

In Kerala about 4500 ha of fields are 
at present utilised for prawn culture 
practices. Adjacent to the Cochin back
wa te rs (Kanayannoor an d Parur Taluq) 
there are about 3500 ha of p,ddy fie lds 
and other culture fields utilised for 
pra wn culture, which forms only 12% of 
tne total fi.lds available. Accurate data 
on the yield of prawns from these fie ld s 
are not available at present, Fields 
utilised for prawn culture can be classi
fied into three groups ; those which are 
ad jacent to the backwater; those which 
are a littl e away b ut a re int9rconnected 
by canals; and those which are in the 
neighbourhood oi backwaters connected 
by irrigation canals, 

Pr aw n culture is usually carried out 
in Po\:kali fields (seasonal fie lds) and 
other culture fields (p erennial fi e lds), 
Perennial fields are comparatively 
deeper and hence p rawn cu lture a lone 
is practiced, In the seasonal culture 
fields, paddy is cultivated from May to 
October and are leased out ior prawn 
culiure immediately after the paddy 
harvest. The bunds on the sides are 
s trengthened and sluice gates are in 
sta lled at selected poin ts to regu late the 
flow of water from and into the fields 
(Fig 2) . The fl)w of water is c"ntro lled 
by shutter planks, During e.ch high 
tide, water is let in by r9m:Jvmg these 
planks. Along with the inflow of wate r 
the juv enile prawns also enter the fields. 
Duri ng each low tide, the water is let 
out the same way, but a -close meshed 
bamboo scre en is kept at the inner 
mouth of the sluice to prevent the 
prawns escaping from the field. 

S'ptember, 1974 

Fig. 2. The sluice gale 

The fish ing usually commences wi th 
nee p lldes, 3-4 days before every full 
and new moon and is continued for 7-8 
days . When the level of water outside 
the field is sufficlently low, the net is 
fixed vertically at the outer eXll of the 
s luice and the shutters are removed. 
The water rushes ou t with force and the 
prawns are filtered by the net and 
collected a t intervals (Fig 3) , Usually 

Fig. 3. A typical prau'}-l culture fie ld 

the fishing operation is done at dawn or 
dusk depending on the tide, at night a 
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petrom3X or hurricane lantern is h ung 
at the sluice to attract prawns towards 
the ne t. The average yield /ha can b e 
taken as 600 to 1200 kg and the total 
produc tion from these fields can be put 
around 3,5:)0 tonnes pe r annum. 

There are hundreds of ha of marshy 
fields and m.ngroove swamps lying 
a djacent to th e backwater which at 
present remain unutilise d . The earlier 
scientific stu dies have undoubtedly 
revealed that these cu 'tur e fie lds are 
not mere a reas for fishing alone but 
junction as an exclusive e cological niche 
for th e survival and growth of these 
valuable resources, It is beyond ar~y 
d oubt that if the abOV e men'[ioned areas 
are converted in to prawn cu lture fields 
in a s2ientific way, substantlal yi e ld can 
b e obtained. The existing mode o ~ 

r ecruiting the jJveniles to these fi elds 
depends entirely on the tides. But ': 
these seedlicgs are capn: red by usin g 
s uitable gears and stad:ed in these 
fields , chances of increasing the pro
d uct ion are much more. 

At a tim e when ou r efforts should 
be to find means and ways to in::::rease 
the produciion bv finding additior,al 
r e source potential. th e man made 
c hanges in these waters are adversely 
affec ting the pr3 wn fishery . There is 
loss of area due to th e ex te ns ive 
reclamation processes and schemes for 
s al t water b arriers g o ing on for the last 
m an y years. Seco:1dly, th e backNate rs 
are Q3tting polluted :rO!TI th e in dustrial 
waste as weil as by the e xtensive use of 
fertilize rs and insect icides in the paddy 
fie lds, and also by dum ping o f domestic 
waste into these waters. This do ub le 
pronged intervention resulti ng from 
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thes e physical as well 
as chemical changes 

considerably limits the 
prawn fishery resource 

! in th e se waters, e spi
cially because , the 
crustaceans in general 
are more succeptible 
to these types of en
vironmental changes. 
It is high time to check 
these ecological d am
ages by introducing 

so m e environmental 
c antrall programmes 
after a prop e r assess
ment of the existing 

level of pollution and 
its e ffect. 

However, we have 

plenty of unutilise d 

area ; we ha ve enough 

resource , and the tech
nical k now-how is in 
no way inadequate. 
In the context of th e 
availabi lity of proper 

facilities for conversion 
of these to exploit
able grounds, these 
low-lying areas could 
be of immense value 
in augmenting consi
derably our backwater 

prawn fishery re-

sources. • 
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