
Ornamental Use of Starfishes 

I 
I 

I 

~NITED ST ATES DEPART MENT OF THE INTERIOR 

I 
I 

FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE 

BUREAU OF COMMERCIAL FISHERIES 

I 
! 

Cir lor 253 



Figure l.--Starfish, As terias forbes i, one of the most destructive predators of 
oyste rs in Long Is land Sound a nd othe r Atlantic coasr areas . 
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INTRODUCTION 

The commOn starfishes, Asterias forb~si and~. ~!.ga:r}~ (ilg. I), 
are among the most serious predators of the American or Ld,;terr. 
oyster (Crassostrea virginica) in the coastal waters o f :'\ c ', ,' 

England and New York and in Long Island Sound. They a ls o 
destroy the valuable Atlantic bay scallops (AequipE:.~t:.~ ~!,~~dian~), 
as well as less valuable species. Many authorities attribute th e 
depletion of the oyster resources of Long Island Sound dlmo~t 
entirely to starfish predation (Galtsoff and Loosanoff, 193 9 ). 

Millions of starfishes are caught annually--either inadv e rt enth 
in harvesting and transplanting oysters, or deliberateh' b\' 
"mopping" oyster beds to remove som e of thes e predato rs. 
Mopping is expensive and at best offers only temporary contr o l " f 
starfish predation (fig. 2). 

Efforts to use starfish meal as poultry feed or f e rtiliz e r :",1\'" 
proved impractical because the product is v e ry high i n a sh .)nd 
low in nitrogen. Also, the starfish's fibrous tissu e and c,d c.lr, .. " IU~ 

skeleton are difficult to process (Lee, 1951). 

ATTRACTIVE ORNAMENTS 

Despite their destructiveness, however, starfis hes dr .. " ttr.) ( 
tive animals. Their radial symmetry is pleasing to th (· ("Yc', and 
to many persons they are nostalgic symbols of happ\' vaC3 tl o r~ 

days at the sea shore. They are avidly coll e ct ed at be.l ch!.:s b .. 
vacationers, especially those from inland a r ea s. The attr .l ctl\·"
ness of these animals offers the possibility of a p r o i i Ll bl " 
industry, with very little capital outlay, for those wa terrn,'n . Il ~ j 

their families who are most advers ely affected b\' sta rfl sh pr "l j,l
tion. Preserved starfish can readily be prepar e d as attr.lc\l\',,' 
Christmas tree ornaments, interior decorations, and SO' l\','nlrs. 
The potential market is indicated by th e fact that fTl ): n I':" (' 
through 1965 imports of Christmas tree ornaments ar.d decor.l
tions totaled $20,750,000. Domestic production of these ltemS,\';1S 
almost negligible (U .S. Department of Commerce, I Qbf> 1. 

11l.S. Department of Comml'rCl'. Special tahuLUi nn pr,'pJrnl I,,, l ' " r" " mt'r 
Durables Division. Washlnltton, D. C., 1966 . 



Figure 2.- - Long Isl and Sound oyste r boa t rigged for "mopping" s tarfi s hes . As 
the mops are drawn ove r the oyster beds , s tarfishes become entan gle d. They 
are hauled in, killed in vat s of hot wa te r, and dumped ove rboa rd . 

PREPARATION OF STARFISHES 

Live starfish e s sho uld b e wa sh e d in fresh water to remove 
r es idual sea wa t e r and d ebris , placed on tra ys lined with waxed 
or parchment paper , and flatt ened out wi th rays evenl y spread. 
The tra y s are t hen p l aced in a slo w oven (1500 to 200 0 F . ) until 
t he s tarfis hes are compl e t e l y dry . The starfishes c a n also be 
air - dried , i f the r e is a ho t sun and th e r e ar e no problems wi th 
fli es and odors. Once the starfishe s are dry, they can be re
t ained indefinite ly in dry storage a nd proc e ssed later . 

When completely dry , t he starfishe s can b e spray-painte d in 
any col o rs desired b y using spray guns or a e r osol spray cans . 
Gold , snow, and sparkle paints a r e especially suitable for 
Chri s tm a s d e c o rations . St a rfish may b e spray- pai.nted on tra y s 
o r h u ng b y hooks ins er t e d into the slit (ambulacral groove) on th e 
und e r side o f one of the ra ys . If desir e d, commercially available 
wire hooks ma y b e p e rm a n e ntly cemented into the grooves wi th 
any good rubb e r o r plastic cement. Earrings, pins, and other 
persona l ornaments can b e made w ith metal accessories that are 
r eadily ava ilabl e in hobby shops. Dri e d starfishes themselves 
can b e offe r e d for sal e to hobby and arts and crafts shops. 

The r a n ge of decorativ e starfish products is limited only by 
th e c r ea tive ability o f the individual produc e r, and th e size of 
his mark e t b y h is p r omotional and sal e s effo rts. 
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