
The oldest evidence of human pearling dates 
back to over 22,000 years old and was found in a 
Kimberley rock shelter 200 kilometres from the 
shore line. Local Aboriginal people collected 
pearl shell from the shallow waters near Broome 
which was traded inland with other Aboriginal 
tribes. Riji's (carved pearl shells) were traded 
between Aboriginal communities across 
northwest and central Australia. 

By the late 1870's there was a significant 
pearling industry established with luggers 
operating from Derby, Broome and other natural 
harbours such as Beagle Bay and Cygnet Bay. 
The natural pearl oyster beds of Pinctada 
Maxima are the largest in the world and the only 
sustainable wild fishery left. In 1949, the 
Government repealed legislation outlawing pearl 
cultivation in Australia and the pearling industry 
transitioned to a cultured pearl farming industry.

The Kimberley marine environment has the 
largest tropical tides in the world producing 
some of the fastest ocean currents and vast 
intertidal areas. Complex geology results in 
thousands of islands and sheltered bay area's 
offering protection from destructive tropical 
cyclones and other weather conditions. There 
are three distinctive marine bio-regions which all 
meet at the tip of the Dampier Peninsula. Each 
bio-region has distinctively different ecologies 
resulting in diverse aquaculture opportunities.

Production: $56.3 million per annum
Major Species: Pearls (Pinctada Maxima), Finfish, Koi Carp, Ornamental Fish

Key Aquaculture Statistics:

Regional advantages 
for Aquaculture:
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The Kimberley has three main research facilities; these are the 
Kimberley Marine Research Station, the Ardyloon Hatchery and 
the Kimberley Training Institute Aquaculture facility.

The Kimberley Marine Research Station (KRMS) at Cygnet Bay 
is aimed at providing an operational marine science hub for 
independent research on the coastal and marine environments 
of the Kimberley. In 2011, the Western Australian Marine 
Science Institution (WAMSI) Board officially endorsed KRMS as 
an Industry Associate Member. Current research at the KRMS 
includes:

A feasibility study to develop an edible rock oyster 
industry in the Kimberley. 
Research is being conducted into the cause and 
management strategies of the Oyster Oedema Disease. 
The disease reduces the growth rate of the oyster and the 
quality of the pearls.
Monitoring of the In-shore Kimberley Corals.

WAMSI is conducting the Kimberley Marine Research Project to 
establish a marine research network in the Kimberley that 
includes the traditional owners, the ranger groups, private 
enterprise, government agencies and academia. This network 
will prove invaluable in future research and development due 
to the cohesive nature and partnership opportunities. 

Current 
commercial operations:

Current projects, studies
and research:

The Pearling industry is the largest aquaculture industry in 
the Kimberley with pearl, pearl shell and pearl meat 
produced. Three of the four South Sea pearl operators in 
Australia are located in the Kimberley, these are:  

Cygnet Bay Pearl Farm which was established in 1946 
and is situated 200 kilometres from Broome on the tip of 
the Dampier Peninsula. The operation now includes 
industry tours, tourism accommodation, restaurant and 
the Kimberley Marine Research Station. 

Clipper Pearls Pearl Farm which was established in 
1988 and is situated 50km north of Broome at Quondong 
Point. In 2005, Clipper Pearls acquired Dampier Pearling 
Company and became part of the Autore Group in 2006. 

Paspaley Pearling Company was established in the 
1930's. It has various pearl farms spread out along 2,500 
kilometres of north-west coast. 

Barramundi farming also forms part of the Kimberley 
aquaculture industry with two Barramundi producers in 
operation:

Marine Produce Australia Ltd (MPA) is the largest 
producer and supplier of ocean grown Barramundi in 
Australia (marketed as Cone Bay Barramundi). The 
operation is located in Cone Bay north of Derby and has 
been in operation for over 8 years. MPA has a 21 year 
aquaculture lease over 669 hectare area with a 21 year 
renewal option. MPA has also recently been granted an 
increase in its production licence from 2,000 tonne to 
6,990 tonne per annum.  This increase delivers the 
opportunity to reduce per kilogram costs through 
economies of scale. 

Kimberley Training Institute (KTI) began a barramundi 
stocking program in January 2013 to supply fingerling 
barramundi for Lake Kununurra. The program is 
supported by the Department of Fisheries and has seen 
over 400,000 juveniles released. 

Seafarms project Sea Dragon is currently finalising a 
feasibility study into the operation of a prawn farm in the 
Northern Territory. Kununurra is the preferred option for the 
processing plant and accommodation facilitates with 
potential exports out of Wyndham. 
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The Kimberley Aquaculture Development Zone (KADZ) has 
established a 2,000 ha zone in King Sound that permits up 
to 20,000 tonnes of finfish production annually. The 
Western AustralianDepartment of Fisheries is responsible 
for securing environmental approvals for the zone.

The Scaling Up: Inquiry into Opportunities for Expanding 
Aquaculture in Northern Australia by the Commonwealth 
Government highlighted the potential for several northern 
species of finfish aquaculture in the Kimberley, including: 
silver cobbler, some cod species, gold band snapper and 
the sooty grunter. 

Investment 
opportunities:

www.kdc.wa.gov.au
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