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Abstract: The Japanese cultured pearl industry has caused the demand for the freshwater
mussel shell to increase throughout the Southeast. With the market value of the resource
increasing, enforcement officers must use varied enforcement techniques to apprehend
law violators.
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In the early 1950s, Japan's cultured pearl industry discovered freshwater mussel
shells made an excellent nucleus for the pearl. Predetermining the size and shape,
a plug is cut from the shell and implanted in an oyster. The mantle secretion begins
to form, and within 2 years a valuable cultured pearl is grown. Cultured pearls
are also being produced in Tennessee by both the American and Tennessee shell
companies.

Over the past 10 years, we have noted the market value of Kentucky's shells
have increased dramatically. Shells from the Tennessee River have increased from
$650 per ton to $14,000 per ton on some species. Shell prices have caused many
people to get involved in harvesting the resource. We have noted that some people
who have previously held good-paying jobs in offices and industry have given up
those jobs to begin musseling. Some have gone into both legal and illegal harvesting.
These people come from other states as well as Kentucky. In some cases, it's because
the resource is depleted in their home state. Another reason has to do with the quality
of shells found in some areas of Kentucky.

This continuing and increasing demand for shells prompted Kentucky's fishery
division, in recent years, to make some changes in regulations governing the harvest
of mussel shells. Some changes were made to insure a continued supply of the
resource and others to settle the controversy among fishermen, both sport and
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