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Background 

Locally produced handcraft were historical used in day to day family and communal 

activities.  However in recent times some have evolved as items for income generation. 

The current production of craft items has provided sustenance, a means of employment 

and income generation to a number of households on Penrhyn, and is of great importance 

to the local economy, culture and conservation of skills learnt from previous generations. 

Penrhyn hand crafts can be divided into two broad groups they included, those produced 

from terrestrial plants such as, fine waived mats, hats, handbags, purse, brooms etc, and 

those produced from raw materials derived from the sea.  The latter is further divided into 

two groups, 1)-shell leis that are generally produced from whole shells such as small 

cowries, snails’ etc, and 2)-shell carving.  Shell carvings as ornaments or jewelry are 

derived from the black lipped pearl oyster shell and is a relative new self taught skill.  

The production of craft from terrestrial material and shell leis are female predominant 

activities while males generally produce shell carving.   

Handcraft is seen to have potential for further income generation for the local 

community.  They are non-perusable relative to food items, light, hence have lower 

export cost (outward freight) and can command reasonable value.  However the growth 

of this cottage industry has been limited due to the lack of marketing skills, advertising, 

volume and the relatively low and unfair returns for the items produced.   

This paper highlights the current status and potential development of handcraft produced 

from mother of pearl.  
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Current Situation  

There are currently eight regular carvers who utilize their skill to produce ornaments and 

jewelry for trade to supplement family income.  These carvers have experiences ranging 

from one to seven years.  They are either self-taught or have learnt skills from others who 

have carved shell for a number of years.  Each carver has his own tool kit which 

comprises of a shell cutter, engraver, polisher, grinder with various attachments such as 

grinding stones, flap-wheel sander, buffer-wheel etc.  The carving kits are of moderate 

standard and range from NZD500 to NZD1, 000.   

The final product for trade are mainly pendants, brooches, earrings, polished shell, 

traditional fish hooks, or items resembling marine wild life such as fish, whales, dolphins, 

turtles and sea birds.  They are either carved into a whole shell, around mabe pearls or as 

independent items.  Gross returns to carver’s range from NZD10 to NZD30 averaging 

NZD201 per item.  The time required to produce an item of reasonable value ranges 

depending on its size, fine detail and looks however averages at about three hours for an 

experienced carver.  

The shell carving activity is still in its initial stages of development.  On a whole the 

island would produce on average 60 pieces ready for sale on a weekly basis.  Given an 

average price of NZD20 per piece, the community would generate about NZD60, 000 per 

annum.   

The carvers have made attempts to develop justifiable marketing strategies however have 

been unsuccessful.  With no advertising of shell craft items, produced from Penrhyn the 

current demand is within the order of 120 pieces on a monthly basis.  To meet this 

demand and in order to promote the development of this niche industry, there is a need to 

implement a three to five year development plan.  This could be fast tracked through the 

assistance of appropriate government organizations and the private sector (i.e. retail 

outlets on Rarotonga and Aitutaki targeting tourist). 

 

                                                        
1 Retail value is thought to be between 100 to 300 % higher than the price offered to carvers. 
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Suggested Development Scenario 

 

There is a need to conduct two types of workshops, which could be covered over the 

same time period.  These should be focused towards the: 

1. production of shell craft items and, 

2. marketing and small business management skills: 

 

Areas to be covered in these workshops and possible time frame. 

 

Workshop one: Production of shell craft items 

 

• The types of tools used for various features on each item eg. cutting, 

engraving, polishing etc, 

• what are appropriate tools (robust & long lasting) and where can be 

obtained,  

• the placement of carving patterns to fully utilize raw material, 

• engraving, sanding, buffering and polishing and, 

• appropriate features for carving to minimize premature damage to the final 

product. 

 

Workshop Two: marketing and small business management 

 

• retailers demand (preferred product & volume), 

• retailers minimum standards & fair pricing system, 

• basic business management skills, 

• appropriate and effective advertising (small 6 page glossy booklet 

illustrating the size and color of varies types of pendants, earrings, 

brooches) 
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Activities Time Frame Expected Output 

Work shop one 

(Shell carving) 

One week Improved & skilled shell carvers 

Higher quality product 

Increased variety of shell carvings 

Increased interest and participation within the community 

Increased earnings 

Conservation of shell carving skill (passing skill form one 

generation to the next) 

Work shop two 

(marketing) 

One week Better understanding of the product form required by the tourist 

industry 

Satisfied retailers 

Fair returns to carvers for time and effort to produce craft items 

Retailers have wider selection of craft items 

Shell carving from Penrhyn regarded as unique, and of high 

quality. 
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