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In these pictures workers harvest pearls, each containing a radio-frequency identification (RFID) chip, on a fishing raft culturing Akoya pearl oysters, in the rural Sai Kung region of Hong Kong. — AFP photos

On a raft floating off Hong Kong’s rural
eastern coastline, former investment
banker turned scientist Yan Wa-tat

patiently scrapes barnacles off some 2,000 oys-
ters-a tiresome but crucial part of his mission to
bring back pearl farming. “The species was once
abundant in Hong Kong,” the 58-year-old lament-
ed.  “We have a history of pearl fishing of over one
thousand years... but because of overfishing in
Hong Kong, we only have very few of them left,”
he explained.

Yan is farming Akoya pearl oysters, a specimen
prized for jewelry, hoping his research will show
other fisherman that the industry could be viable.
It’s a calling that requires patience. Cultured pearls
take around a year to form and every few weeks
Yan has to scrape away any barnacles that might
compete for food with his precious oysters. This
kind of knowledge was once ubiquitous to the
region. After all, the famous waterway that sustains
this part of southern China-along one of the
world’s most densely populated regions-is called
the Pearl River.

The world’s biggest pearl, once owned by
Catherine the Great and known as “The Sleeping
Lion” because of its bizarre shape, is thought to
have been plucked from southern China’s waters
sometime in the 1700s before Dutch traders spirit-
ed it away. And Hong Kong-dubbed the Pearl of
the Orient by its former colonial overlords-remains
the world’s largest importer and exporter of pearls,
with exports topping $1.8 billion in 2016, accord-
ing to UN trade data.

But none of them are produced locally.
Overfishing and market forces have long devastat-
ed the wild pearl farming trade in the city.
Cultured pearl farming is a relatively modern
industry, and a few Hong Kong ventures rose to
the challenge in the 1950s. But they struggled
against Japanese competitors who came to domi-
nate the trade. The city’s last pearl farm was shut-
tered in 1981.

Oysters and chips 
Now Yan and a handful of fishermen are trying

to change that-with a small cottage industry com-
bining traditional knowledge and cutting-edge
technology. Yan worked in Hong Kong’s lucrative
banking sector until his mid-fifties when he decid-
ed he wanted to do something “more interesting
and also more productive for our society”. He
embarked on a PhD at Hong Kong University’s
School of Biological Sciences looking at how to
resurrect the city’s pearl farming trade, something
he didn’t even know existed until he stumbled
across it in early research.

In his lab at Hong Kong University, Yan
researches the best ways to insert a radio-fre-
quency identification (RFID) chip into an oyster’s
nucleus, around which a pearl will then grow-
although the exact mechanism is a closely guarded
secret. The chips are the part of the same family of
technology that allows users of mobile phones,
transport cards and identity badges to scan into a
building or to make a purchase with a simple
swipe.

Yan holds a scanning device against one of his
oysters and after a small bleep sound a set of num-
bers appears on an app on his smartphone. That
tech has multiple benefits. Some 10-20 percent of
nuclei are expelled by the oyster-meaning a cul-
tured pearl is unable to form-but this is usually
only discovered upon prizing them open at harvest
time. Using a chip means farmers can simply scan
the shell to check if a pearl has been produced. But
serial numbers will also allow buyers to know
exactly where their pearls have come from, reduc-
ing the risk of fakes or lower quality scams.

New harvest 
In March a group of local fishermen inspired by

Yan’s project carried out a harvest of Akoya
pearls-the first to be done in Hong Kong in years.
“I think pearl farming has a future in Hong Kong,”
explained Leung Kam-ming, one of the owners of
a fishing raft culturing Akoya pearl oysters in the
rural Sai Kung region. “I started pearl cultivation
to make some extra money.” Leung farms around
30,000 oysters, selling each cultured pearl for
around HK$100. Any pearls that do not meet jew-
elry standards can be sold along with the oyster
shells as pearl powder for Chinese medicine and
cosmetics.

Whilst culturing pearl is no longer common
knowledge among the Hong Kong fishing commu-
nity, Leung hopes his successful harvest will set a
precedent for other fishermen to follow. And in a
rare development for densely populated Hong
Kong, there is plenty of space for new oyster

farms. Yan estimates some 90 percent of the 1,000
or so fishing rafts in the city’s waters are unused
because so few young people wish to join the fish-
ing trade these days. “If I can show to the fisher-
men that they can make a living, diversify their
income sources, then I think they will be interested
in doing this,” predicted Yan.—AFP

Ooredoo Kuwait launched the latest 5G campaign
that showcased the development of technology and
how it changed our lives. Ooredoo’s latest TVC

revolves around two brothers growing up in the early 90’s,
coming of age alongside the ever rapid advancements of
technology and the internet. The TVC showcases how
Ooredoo was there for the brothers throughout their ado-
lescent lives till present day, being part of their lives and ful-
filling their needs. It talks not only of the brothers develop-
ing relationship with each other, but their relationship to the
technological world evolving around them, most importantly
the unforgettable memories shared from this experience.

Worth mentioning that Ooredoo made the first trial

International 5G call in the region between Ooredoo Kuwait
and Ooredoo Qatar, demonstrating the phenomenal capa-
bilities of its 5G networks in Qatar and Kuwait. The call
took place on January 22, 2019 between Sheikh Saud Bin
Nasser Al-Thani, Chief Executive Officer, Ooredoo Group,
and Sheikh Mohammed Bin Abdulla Al-Thani, Chief
Executive Officer, Ooredoo Kuwait. The call was originated
by Sheikh Saud from Ooredoo’s headquarters in Doha, and
received by Sheikh Mohammed in Ooredoo’s Kuwait head-
quarters. It took place using 5G CPEs connected at 5G
speeds of up to 1 Gbps showcasing the incredible potential
of 5G. 

Moreover, Ooredoo Kuwait held a special event last year

that demonstrated the power of its new 5G network. The
event was attended by media and social media influencers
and was held at the company’s head office in the heart of
Kuwait City on Soor Street. During the event, Ooredoo
showcased the power of its new 5G network in comparison
to the 4G network. Ooredoo demonstrated the network’s
ability to operate video games comparing both networks,
which require fast data speed, in addition to a live feed in
4K Full HD of drone footage of the event, and a speed test
corner with devices equipped to utilize the new network
capacity.
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