Seaweed culti-
vation is emerg-
ing as a viable
livelihood

option for the
coastal people of
India, thanks to
a PepsiCo initia-
tive, discovers
Dhiraj Sinha

“arimuftthu, a seaweed culti-
i vator from village
v ¥ A.Chinapallam in Mandapam
(Ramanathapuram district), is 50
years old and happily married with
three grown-up children. Seven
vears back, the area he used to do
fishing in was declared a reserved
area by the Government of India
and fishing was prohibited, depriv-
ing him of his only livelihood.
Thanks to the seaweed cultivation
initiative launched by PepsiCo then,
Marimutthu today has a livelihood
which earns him on an average of
Rs 8,000 per month. This has helped
him to take good care of his children
and marry of his two daughters. The
association with PepsiCo has also

helped him develop a savings habit
which was lacking earlier.

Today, he has a regular income
with no more loan liabilities which
he had taken during the beginning
of the project. “There are around 70
families in Mandappam who have
taken to seaweed cultivation and
now have a stable livelihood for
themselves. Initially PepsiCo started
with 30 families in the year 1999 and
today it caters to around around 70
families and is targeting around 120
families with 12,000 rafts in the area
by the enc} of this year,” says C.
Perivasamy, Field Executive,
Seaweed Project, PepsiCo India
Holdings Private Limited.

PepsiCo has been carrying out sea-

weed farming along the.,Tamil Nadu
coast since 1999 for cultivating a

variety of red seaweed -
Kappaphycus alvarezii, The demand
is for an extract from the red sea-
weed - Carrageenan, which is a gel-
forming agent and is widely used in
the pharmaceutical, cosmetic and
pet food industry.

Pepsi has sourced the technology
for seaweed cultivation as well as
carrageenan extraction from the
Bhavnagar-based Central Salt and
Marine Chemical Research Institute
(CSMCRI), a constituent laboratory
of the Council for Scientific and
Industrial Research (CSIR).

In fact CSMCRI supplied PepsiCo
with the basic planting material as
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gramme to cultivate seaweed in coastal Tamil
Nadu in 1999. The objective of the programme

is to extract from the seaweed a biopolymer car-
rageenan, which is used as a gelling agent in the food
processing, dentifrice and pharmaceutical industries.
The Central Salt and Marine Chemicals Research
Institute (CSMCRI) has developed the technology for
seaweed cultivation. Significantly, while this gel-form-
ing agent is extracted normally from dry seaweed, the
pioneering Indian technology allows it to be drawn

PepsiCD India embarked on an ambitious pro-

farming, PepsiCo provides extension services to the
fishing communities, especially women, with assured
buy-back at pre-agreed prices. This is done largely
through the self-help groups of seaweed growers.

The planting material is attached to the ropes tied to
bamboo rafts. These are anchored in the sea for 45 to
60 days before harvesting. The economics of seaweed
cultivation indicates a household engaging 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, which is usual-
ly raised through bank loans.

The liquid sap is an excellent non-chemical fertiliser
for several crops. The growth hormones are believed
to boost plant growth. Significantly, this fertiliser also
releases nutrients gradually into the soil, Field trials
to assess the performance of seaweed sap liquid fer-
tiliser have thrown up encouraging results in paddy,

from wet weed. This
leads to the production
of sap, which can be
used as an efficient
organic fertiliser.
Leveraging the knowl-
edge gained in contract

(parts per thousand), the
salinity is not only the
nutrient of the plant but
also helps in preserving
the plant. Some turbulence
in the form of waves is also
necessary for the growth of
the plant but high tides
could damage the raft and the plants.
In fact, ideally the water depth of the
area where rafts are laid should not
be less than 0.5 M at low tide and not
more than 2.5 M at high tide.

Careful selection of seaweed cut-
tings is important and only healthy
and strong branches should be
planted; these are usually found at
the centre and near the tips of a
healthy plant. The plant should
weigh approximately 100 grams. The
growing period of the seaweed plant
is between 40 and 50 days for the first
harvest.

The raft line needs to be inspected
every day. Missing plants, stakes and
broken or loose lines should be shak-
en to get rid of the sediments settling
on the plants. Harvesting of the plant
should be done when the individual
plant weighs approximately 500

grams (wet algae). The ready-to-har-
vest seaweed is brought ashore and
dried for the next two-three days .

At the ratio of 1:10, one gets one kg
of dried red algae from 10 kg of
fresh weight red algae. The dried
seaweed is packed in gunny bags and
then PepsiCo collects it from the cul-
tivators on a daily basis or depend-
ing upon the produce. PepsiCo has
its carrageenan extraction unit in
Paramakudi, 80 km from Madurai.

What makes these highly multiply-
ing red algae commercially attrac-
tive is the carrageenan. A crude
form carrageenan costs Rs 200 to Rs
300 a kilogram in the market. A
semi-refined form which is used in
food industries, processed meat,
dairy products, pet foods, cosmetics
and toothpaste, is priced at Rs 500 to
Rs 600. A completely refined super

maize, gram, brinjal,
okra, tomato and some
others. The increase in
the yield of corn, gram
and brinjal has been
observed to be as much
as 32 to 36 per cent.

fine variety costs Rs.1,000.

In Tamil Nadu seaweed
cultivation is being promot-
ed through SHGs in
Rameshwaram, Pamban,
Mandapam, Vedalai and
Kilakarai. The project has
already proved its worth in
improving the status of the rural folk
and the women folk thereby reducing
their dependence on fishing and agri-
culture,

Seaweed farming is a viable liveli-
hood option for fisher-communities
and has considerable potential in
other states also; PepsiCo has tied
up with the governments of Andhra
Pradesh, Kerala and Gujarat and
has been procuring seaweed from
these states as well. It is environ-
ment-friendly and has no adverse
impact on the coastal ecology. The
experience of the SHGs and other
fisher groups in Tamil Nadu can be
considered as a successful example
for replication elsewhere in the
country m

The author may be contacted at
sinhadhiraj@yahoo.com
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