Collection of “Tyrian Purple” from the marine muricid Plicopurpura pansa – Posing a threat to the snail population?
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“Tyrian Purple” from marine muricids was in antiquity the most expensive dye.  The animals, with the exception of Plicopurpura pansa (Gould, 1853), have to be killed to obtain from the hypobranchial gland the dye precursors.  The hypobranchial gland of P. pansa is so active that the snails can be stimulated without harming them to expulse the secretion.  The range of distribution of P. pansa extends on the Pacific from Baja California Sur (Mexico) to northern Peru.

The use of “Tyrian Purple” from P. pansa dates back to Pre-Columbian times.  Historical reports frequently mention, that due to the collection of “Tyrian Purple” the population of P. pansa decreased.  In the here presented study it will be tried to answer the question if this is because of too frequent “milking” causing stress and death, or if the removal of the animals for “milking” and afterwards placing them on rocks has an effect on the mortality.

In laboratory experiments with a duration of 98 days a total of 110 marked, and sex and size determined animals were stimulated daily, weekly, fortnightly and in three and four weeks time to expulse the secretion.  To try to “milk” the animals, even daily, did not cause mortalities, however, “milking” more frequently than in three weeks time caused a drastic decrease in the frequency of expulsions, with no relation to size and sex.  In field experiments 431 snails were marked and placed carefully on rocks of a little island (about 0.25 ha) southwest of La Paz, Baja California Sur, where P. pansa can be found easily.  After 90 days only 18% of the marked snails could be recovered.  Interesting to note that a few marked snails could be found on rocks far away from the original island.  Presumably after marking the high impact waves swept them away and lucky enough not to the open sea.  These results show that the declining population of P. pansa after collecting “Tyrian Purple” cannot be explained by too frequent “milking”, but by being washed away after dislocation by high impact waves.

Not to endanger the population of P. pansa they should be “milked” to obtain “Tyrian Purple” only in wave protected areas, and never removed from rocks hit by high impact waves. 

