
Pearls & Sustainability 
-  

An Overview 

Dr. Laurent Cartier 
SSEF & SustainablePearls 



WHAT IS SUSTAINABILITY? 

Brundtland commission report in 1987: Ȱ3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations 
ÔÏ ÍÅÅÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Î ÎÅÅÄÓȢȱ 

Source: CUNY 



WHY MARINE CULTURED PEARLS? 

- Pearls and their oysters are cultivated 
in pristine marine environments, thus 
an inherent need for marine 
conservation.  

- There is a unique synergy between 
pearl quality and ocean health, 
profits and conservation are linked. 

- Pearl farming offers economic 
development opportunities to remote 
communities. 

- Potential for sustainable luxury 
product, and great medium to engage 
with and educate consumers.  

- Oysters are a renewable resource.  



ARE PEARLS SUSTAINABLE? 



FROM OVEREXPLOITATION TO SUSTAINABILITY 
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REPLENISHING ECOSYSTEMS? 



A world map of pearl cultivation 
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THE STEPS OF PEARL FARMING 

Baby oyster (weeks) 

2. Donor oyster 
3. Nucleus 

Juvenile oysters (9 months) 
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Seeded oysters (3 years) 



THE STEPS OF PEARL FARMING 

Nursery Predation risks 

Husbandry Final product after >4 years of work 
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Pearl farming and reef fish have an intimate connection. Numerous pearl farms are built on 
coral bommies and reefs. Is there a significant impact on reef fish abundance and diversity? 

Does pearl farming have an impact on fish diversity?  
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Results show significant positive effect of pearl farming on reef fish 
abundance regardless of coding method. 
 
Two ways pearl farms influence reef fish abundance: 
1) Increased structure/shelter of the ÐÅÁÒÌ ÆÁÒÍ ɉȬÁÒÔÉÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÒÅÅÆȭɊȢ  
2) Increased proximal food availability.  

 
Certain species of surgeonfish (e.g. acantharus xanthoperus and butterflyfish 
(Chaetodontidae) more numerous at pearl farms. 



BUSINESS CASE FOR SUSTAINABLE PEARLS 

Do consumers really care about sustainability? 
 

78% of US jewellery ÃÏÎÓÕÍÅÒȭÓ ÁÇÒÅÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ can have a positive effect on society 
by purchasing products sold by socially responsible companies 
 
66% of US jewellery consumers say if a fine jewelry product demonstrates that it positively 
impacts the environment, she would be more interested in purchasing the fine jewelry. 
 
-ÅÓÓÁÇÅ 53 ÐÅÁÒÌ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÅÒÓ ÒÅÁÃÔ ÔÏ ÓÔÒÏÎÇÅÓÔ ÉÓ ȰPearl farming- when done responsibly- has 
been shown to have a positive impact on coral reef communities and biodiversity.ȱ 
 
Source: sustainablepearls.org and MVI Study: 2,188 US Jewelry Consumers, JCOC Panel, May 2014  

 
 



Research components of www.sustainablepearls.org 

1) Sustainability of pearl farming 

 

2) Traceability of pearls through the supply chain 

 

3) Market(ing) potential of sustainable pearls 

 

    

Obtained funding from The Tiffany & Co. Foundation for SustainablePearls.org 

 

Projectôs focus is on marine cultured pearls (South Sea, Tahiti, Akoya).  
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SUSTAINABLE PEARL PRINCIPLES 



1) PROTECTION OF THE BIOSPHERE 

We will safeguard all habitats in which we operate. We will strive to conserve biodiversity, 
ecosystem structure, and ecosystem services. We will promptly and responsibly correct 
conditions we have caused that endanger the environment.  
  



2) SUSTAINABLE USE OF NATURAL RESOURCES 

We will use natural resources responsibly. We will make sustainable use of renewable natural 
resources and conserve non-renewable natural resources through efficient use and careful 
planning.  
  



3) PRODUCTION TRANSPARENCY AND PRODUCT DISCLOSURE 

We will be transparent in our pearl production and marketing practices.  
  



4) DEVELOP & OPERATE FARMS IN A SOCIALLY & CULTURALLY 
RESPONSIBLE MANNER. 

We will operate in a socially responsible manner with local communities. 



5) MANAGEMENT COMMITMENT 

We will implement these principles and sustain a process that ensures that company 
management is responsible for environmental policy.  



Why principles? 

SUSTAINABILITY  
People constantly ask what sustainability is. It needs to be contextualized, that is what the 
principles aim to do. Principles need to be adapted to the realities of the pearl industry. More 
detailed criteria for these principles needs to be developed.  

 
OPPORTUNTIY & WAYS FORWARD 

One way of achieving business opportunity is to develop a unified set of best practices and 
communication messages highlighting ÓÅÌÅÃÔ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÒÓȭ commitment to protecting and 
preserving the coral reef environments which are the source of these pearls. 

 
UNIQUENESS 

Each ÐÅÁÒÌ ÆÁÒÍ ÉÓ ÕÎÉÑÕÅȟ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÉÑÕÅÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ 
pearls or stories.  
 
 
 
 
  



Marine cultured pearl farms can act as 
Marine Protected Areas (MPA) 



Marine cultured pearls can inspire 
communities and consumers to 
protect the oceans 


