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New progress on
horseshoe crab rearing
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It was a sunny morning when the Form 5 students from

St Paul’s Secondary School started their journey to San Tau
Village on Lantau Island. They were on a field trip during the
summer vacation to study the ecological environment and
characteristics of juvenile horseshoe crabs living in the wild.

At the start of the programme Dr Cheung Siu-gin, Associate Professor from
the Department of Biology and Chemistry at CityU, and a team of CityU
researchers explained the differences between wild and captive-bred
horseshoe crabs, focusing on habitat and food. Most of the information
was new to the participating students.

“I didn't know horseshoe crabs lived so close to people,” said Catherine
Wong Kit-ying, one of the students on the programme. “It makes me
appreciate that environmental protection is very important. Anything we
do can affect the ecological environment of creatures living in the wild."

Dr Cheung said the aim of the trip was to enhance the students’ awareness
about environmental protection. “Through the programme, the students
can witness the difficulties facing the horseshoe crabs and other marine
creatures. They learn that some of the environmental problems are caused
by nature, but some are man-made,” Dr Cheung said.

Horseshoe crabs are protected animals on the mainland, which means
it is illegal to kill or eat them. However, they are not protected in Hong
Kong, and they often get served as local fare in restaurants.

CityU has been engaged in the conservation of horseshoe crabs for
many years, promoting the idea to secondary school students and
the general public. In addition, Dr Cheung and Dr Paul Shin Kam-
shing, also of the Department of Biology and Chemistry, have worked
together on artificial methods of raising horseshoe crabs in order to
increase their numbers and improve their survival rate.

One method is to insert computer chips into the captive-bred

horseshoe crabs and then release them into the wild. The researchers
then track the released crabs and compare them with those raised

“The Department of Biology
and Chemistry is strongly
committed to the protection of
marine life and the ecological
environment.”

October2010 (CfftyUtoday 27



Professional Education & Research

in a laboratory. They found that crabs reared in a laboratory for two
years were a similar size to those living in the wild for four years. As

this showed the crabs in a laboratory grew to a bigger size faster, the
researchers said they hope raising the crabs artificially can help improve
stocks.

Dr Shin said the team has also tried to feed the crabs different foods
such as brine shrimp and clams, matching the ratio of nutrients with the
crabs’ growth. “The ultimate objective is to speed up growth in order to
release the crabs earlier and improve their survival rate,” Dr Shin said.

They have also experimented with different reproductive techniques.
In the past, Dr Shin said they had to kill the crabs to get to the sperm
and eggs but the research team recently found that the temperature
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and salinity of water can play an important role in the fertilization process.
The researchers are now trying to control these two variables to enable
reproduction naturally in a laboratory, eliminating the need to kill.

The Department of Biology and Chemistry, which is strongly committed to
the protection of marine life and the ecological environment, will hold an
“International Workshop on the Science and Conservation of Horseshoe
Crabs” at Hong Kong Wetland Park on 13-16 June 2011. The workshop will
be supported by the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department
of the Hong Kong SAR Government and the Ocean Park Conservation
Foundation. Prominent scholars from different countries will be invited to
discuss in detail horseshoe crab numbers and their ecological environment
plus related educational issues. @

400m years old, and endangered

The scientific name of the horseshoe crab is Tachypleus tridentatus. Its

head and abdomen look like a horse shoe, hence the name. Actually,
it is not a crab but a close relative of the spider and scorpion. It has
evolved over 400 million years and now ranks locally among the top

10 most endangered marine species, according to the World Wild
Fund for Nature (Hong Kong). Interestingly, its blood turns blue
when exposed to air, a process used to test for endotoxins
and bacterial contamination, a quality duly noted by the
pharmaceutical industry.
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