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saltwater pear] havensinthe
Pacific. Zhan works here in
east-central China, where his
" white pearls cost a fraction of
the saltwater variety. Whole-
sale prices for half-inch white
pearis have fallen about 30 per
cent in the last several years,
as the influx of high-quality
Chinese farmed pearls —
grown in former rice flelds —
has the industry in turmoil. .

hasbeen the world’s biggest
pearl prodiscer, flooding the,
market with small and cheap
pearls of costume-jewellery
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m& hurt, there’s zo doubt,”
said Robert Wan, whose com-.
bany, Robert Wan Tahiﬁ
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China’s peartindustry isa
microcosm of how the coun-

have 8 huge in-

try is movin: Jow-
wage jobs and # ‘
like other businiesses across
Chinia, are starting to innovate
and automate as wages stirge,
particularly for blue-collar
workers. “The US has worried
mcnimpmdxnngcheap
.2 they really should be |
rried about China produc-
ingbetter goods,” said Bruce
Rockowitz, the chief execu-
tive of Li & Fung, the largest
tradmc company supplying
Chinese consumer
Kmeﬁcan
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sale, which is leu
than half of the retadl price, A
Tahitian peéar] of sisnilar size
sells at wholesale for $25to
$38S. The price gap reflects lin-
gering differencesinhue and
luster. It does not take a jew-
eller to discern those differ-
ences when Chinese pearls
are placed nexttosaltwater
pearls. -
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