Some Crops Do Better Underwater

hen people think of Ventura

County agriculture, the images
that come to mind are often row crops,
orchards, and farmers tending their pro-
duce. The thought of any crop being
underwater s almost universally bad news,
except for one of our Countys most
lucratve and least-known crops — uni.

For the uninigared, uni (pro-
nounced ooh-nee) is a tasty delicacy
harvested from sea urchins. Prized lLike
caviar in Asian cultures, it is actually the
yellowish-orange gonad of the urchin.
lronically, the beginnings of this local
crop stemmed from a State-sponsored
effort to eradicate them in the 1970k

You see, urchins at one ume were
rapidly decimating the Channel Islands’
kelp forests, and divers were paid a hefty
bounty for each one they could smash
with a hammer on the seabed. Rather
than being prized as a valuable crop,
they were seen as a parasite destroving a
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As this effort became public, enter-
prising auctioneers in Japan’s sushi mar-
kets realized the rare quality of our
area’s urchins and created a demand for
them. Though they can be found in
most of the world’s oceans, the urchins
in our local waters are of exceptionally
high quality, taste and texture. The
unigue ecosystem off our coast enjoys
tremendous

biodiversity as  deep

MNorthern Pacific waters mux with
warmer currents from the south.

The logistics of harvesting uni
are a delicate balance of factors that
any rancher would appreciate. These
factors include labor prices, crop
quality, spoilage, pressure from com-
peting markets, and most of all
weather — including wind, rain,
tides, and currents. Adding to the
downward pressure on profits are
State-enforced fishing limits which
have waxed and waned over the past

few decades.

As independent contractors, divers
are truly at the whim of mother
nature. On a good day, they may bring
home a $1,000 harvest. But bad days
often outnumber the good. You can't
dive on windy or rough days, and the
urchins are very susceptible to changes
in water temperature or pollution. The
divers deliver their bounty to whole-
salers  like Venturas Hashimoto
Seabridge Inc.

Owner Kan Hashimoto explained
to me that divers are paid by the
pound for their raw urchins — often in
large 150-pound nets. Uni represents
only 5% of the urchin itself. What’s
more, the wholesaler cant examine
every pound of sea urchin before pay-
ing the diver. So essentally, he buys

150 pounds of raw product sight

unseen, knowing full well that only
seven pounds of it is worth trying to
harvest, and far less than that will be

truly marketable to the consumer.







