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SURINDER SUD

seaweed hasturnedout tobe

alucrative commercial ma-

rine crop. Called Kappaphy-
cus alvareziiin scientific parlance,
this seaweed has already become a
source of supplementary income
forfishing households inthe coastal
areas of Tamil Nadu.

The seaweed’s commercial value
liesin its carrageenan content, which
is a gel-forming agent, and is wide-
Iyin demand by theindustry engaged
in the production of pharmaceuti-
cals, cosmetics, food products and
petfeed. Ithasagood export market,
besides sizeable domestic demand.

The technology for seaweed
cultivation has been developed by the

Central Salt and Marine Chemicals
Research Institute (CSMCRYI), an
organ of the Council for Scientific and
Industrial Research (CSIR). And it
isbeing promoted among the fishing
families by Pepsi Foods Pvt Ltd un-
der its contract farming initiative.
Significantly, while this gel-form-
ing agentis extracted normally from
dry seaweed in other countries,
the pioneering Indian technology al-
lows it to be drawn from wet weed.
This provides an additional advan-
tage of producing a sap that contains
residual solid matter and has been
foundto serve as anefficient organic
fertiliser. An application has already
been filed for patenting this unique

Weeds of fortune

How a seaweed found in Tamil Nadu has turned out to be lucrative business for fishing households

integrated method for the produc-
tion of carrageenan and liquid fer-
tiliser from fresh seaweed.
According to Pepsico exports di-
rector Abhiram Seth, the compa-
ny provides extension services for
passing on the CSMCRI seaweed-
growing technology to the fishing
communities, especially women,
withassuredbuy-back at pre-agreed
prices. This is sought to be done
largely through the self-help groups
of seaweed growers. As such, sea-
weed cultivation provides an al-
ternate and sustainable source of in-
come to coastal women who oth-
erwise have limited employment op-
portunities. The Pepsico project was

launched in 1999 in the coastal
areas of Tamil Nadu.

Inseaweed cultivation, the plant-
ing material is attached to the ropes
tied to bamboo rafts. These are
anchored like boats in the seafor45
to 60 days before bringing them back
to the shore for harvesting. A
small part of the harvested stuff is
re-used as planting material, while
therest is usedto extract carrageehan
and liquid sap through dry or wet
technology. Much of this work is
done by women, utilising their
free time, to supplement family
income. The most notable aspect of
this venture is that it is wholly
eco-friendly as it does not involve

the use of any chemical or artifi-
cial fertiliser. The Kappaphycus
plants grow totally under natural
marine conditions.

The economics of seaweed cul-
tivation, as worked out by Pepsi-
co, indicates a household engag-
ing two people in this venture can
earn a net monthly income of
about Rs 8,000 by using 90 rafts
for growing it. The cash investment,
largely on purchasing material
like rafts, is estimated at nearly Rs
50,000, whichis usually raised through
bank loans. The government is al-
50 providing sorme subsidy on that.

The liquid fertiliser (sap) pro-
duced from this plant, according

to the CSMCRI analysis, contains
a large number of micro-nutrients
like iron, zinc, copper, cobalt molyb-
denum and others, though its ni-
trogen and phosphorus contents are
meagre. Besides, the presence of
growth hormones, such as aux-
s, cytokinins and gibberllings, fur-
ther enhances its utility.

All this makes it an excellent non-
chemical fertiliser for several crops.
Indeed, it isideally suited for organic
farming where chemical fertilis-
ersaretotally prohibited. The growth
hormones are believed to boost plant
growth, resulting in better seed for-
mation, besides offering various oth-
er benefits. Significantly, this fer-
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tiliser has beenfound to re[ease nu-
trients gradually into the soil. Equal-
ly significantly, this can besap-
plied to crops even in the forth of
spray, using only small quantities,
to meet the plants’ micro-nutri-
ents requirement. Moreover, if fa-
cilitates improvement in the soil
regime due to stepped up meta—
bolic activities.

Field trials to assess the per-
formance of seaweed sap liquidfer-
tiliser have thrown encouraging re-
sults in several crops, especially pad-
dy, maize, gram, brinjal, okra, toma-
to and some others. The i mcrease
intheyield in the case of corn, gram
and brinjal has been observed to
be as much as 32 to 36 per cént.
In tomato, too, a yield advantage
of over 26 per cent has been noticed.
However, the results of its use on
Basmati rice have not been en-
couraging, It seem to cause mcreased
lodging (falling down) of plants, neu-
tralising the other gains.
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