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To Save a Shorebird, Horseshoe Crabbing Is Banned in New
Jersey
By TINA KELLEY

In an effort to save a wide-ranging shorebird from extinction, the New Jersey Department of

Environmental Protection has banned all fishing of horseshoe crabs, the bird's main food source, for the

next two years. The moratorium, put in place yesterday, affects about 30 commercial fishermen in New

Jersey.

The red knot, a robin-size bird that the state has listed as threatened, migrates annually from Tierra del

Fuego, at the southern tip of South America, to the Canadian Arctic. When flying north from Brazil, the

birds make only one stop, along the Delaware Bay, where they eat enough protein- and fat-rich horseshoe

crab eggs to double their weight. Then the birds take off for the last leg of their 10,000 mile journey, a

nonstop flight north to Southampton Island in Canada, just below the Arctic Circle.

In 1998, about 50,360 birds made the journey. But by 2004, after a large increase in the horseshoe crab

harvest during the 1990's, only 13,315 birds were counted. Last year about 17,000 landed on the shores of

Delaware Bay. Some scientists estimate that the birds could become extinct in five years.

"New Jersey has taken the position that we're going to do everything we can, everything within our

authority, to make sure that doesn't happen," said John Watson, deputy commissioner of the state's

Department of Environmental Protection.

But last week, the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission, which coordinates the management of

ocean resources in the 15 Atlantic coast states, stopped short of imposing a regionwide moratorium on

horseshoe crabbing. The commission instead limited the harvesting of the crabs during the spring

breeding season in some states.

Fishermen in New York are allowed to take up to 366,000 crabs, but took only 142,279 in 2004,

according to the commission. In Connecticut, where crabbers were allowed to take 48,689 crabs, they

took 23,788 in 2004.

A bill in the New Jersey Assembly's Agriculture and Natural Resources Committee calls for a moratorium

on horseshoe crabbing that would last until the red knot population reached 240,000 and the supply of

crab eggs returned to a level that could sustain them. The bill also seeks to appropriate $168,300 to

compensate licensed harvesters of horseshoe crabs and eggs, based on their harvests three years ago.

Eric Stiles, vice president for conservation at the New Jersey Audubon Society, said that the shorebird

migration generated at least $15.9 million in tourism for New Jersey in 1998, and from 1996 to 2001,

wildlife-related recreation grew 43 percent. "We're looking at an industry that's exploding in New Jersey,"

he said. Meanwhile, he added, the conch and eel fisheries, which use horseshoe crabs for bait, are in



he said. Meanwhile, he added, the conch and eel fisheries, which use horseshoe crabs for bait, are in

decline.

Scot C. Mackey, a lobbyist for the Garden State Seafood Association, said 32 or 33 fishermen still have

commercial licenses to catch horseshoe crabs. He said he was disappointed with the state's moratorium,

and would have liked to have seen the state allow the harvesting of male crabs. Compensating the

fishermen for their lost harvests would not help conch fishermen, who use the horseshoe crabs for bait, he

said.
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