Communities Create Horseshoe C
By Glenn Gauvry, Director, Ecological Research & Development Group
mary mission is the conservation of the
world’s four remaining horseshoe crab
species, started a community-based horseshoe crab sanctuary program in 1999.
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Horseshoe crab sanctuary status in the State
of Delaware is facilitated by a little-used shellfish regulation know as “S-56,” which has
since been changed to a horseshoe crab regulation, “HC-9.” Under this regulation, “Any
land owner(s) may register their land with the
State to be designated as a horseshoe crab
sanctuary for a period to be specified by the
land owner(s).”
With support from Andy Manus, the former
director of fish and wildlife for Delaware’s
Department of Natural Resources and
Environmental Control (DNREC), as well as
DNREC’s Director of Fisheries, Charles Lesser,
ERDG was able to craft this overlooked shell-

Radio wave receivers stationed along the coast allow scientists to better understand the movements of horseshoe crabs throughout the spawning season.

T

he Delaware Bay encompasses the world’s largest horseshoe crab
spawning habitat and foraging area for migrating shorebirds en route to
their Arctic breeding grounds. However, the vast majority of this statistically significant habitat runs along the shoreline of coastal communities.
If we are to be successful in protecting the horseshoe crab species,
it is essential to inform and engage
these bayshore communities as
conservation partners, because
they are the ultimate stewards of
the habitat these animals depend
on for survival.

To address this concern, the
Ecological Research &
Development Group (ERDG), a
non-profit organization whose pri-
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Interpretive signs depicting the
life cycles of horseshoe crabs can
be found at each of the five
horseshoe crab sanctuaries
organized by the ERDG.

Approximately 14 miles of
Delaware’s coastline has been designated as horseshoe crab sanctuary, and communities around the
world are taking notice.
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e Crab Sanctuaries
fish regulation into a community
conservation program. The
challenge was, and will continue to be, articulating property rights, for many fear that by
agreeing to sanctuary status,
they will, in some manner, forfeit some of their rights as property owners. Since many inland
bay, coastal communities are
not incorporated, communal
sanctuary status requires
approval from each individual
homeowner.
In 2000, then Governor
Thomas Carper attended
ERDG’s dedication ceremony
to recognize the community of
Broadkill Beach as Delaware’s
first community-based horse-

shoe crab sanctuary. Since that
time, ERDG has also established horseshoe crab sanctuaries at Prime Hook National
Wildlife Refuge (Fowler
Beach), Slaughter Beach, Kitts
Hummock and Pickering
Beach, protecting over 14 miles
of prime horseshoe crab crabspawning and shorebird- foraging habitat. Through funding
provided by the Partnership for
the Delaware Estuary, ERDG
was also able to design and
install interpretive signs for each
sanctuary, all of which depict
the life cycle of this remarkable
mariner.
As a result of funding provided
this year by the National Fish

Not Just Another Pretty Face
or more and come ashore
annually to spawn.
Therein lies the stumbling block:
the long haul to sexual maturity.
Anytime you have an organism
that is long-lived and takes a
relatively long time to mature,
you have a population that is
difficult to manage for harvesting. Complicate that with multiple uses — like bait for eels and
conch, the pharmaceutical
industry, and nature’s need for
a stable food chain — and you
have a management situation.
That said, the peak spawning
night numbers (the highest number bay wide) have remained
relatively the same: about 1.3

ESTUARY NEWS ! SPRING 2006

For the past three years, ERDG
has also been working in Asia,
home to three of the world’s
four remaining horseshoe crab
species. Plans are now under

way for the first Asian horseshoe crab sanctuary in Orissa,
India.
For those communities who
have come to admire this
ancient mariner, its survival represents a story of remarkable
evolutionary success who,
unlike ourselves, has managed
to harmonize with the environment it depends upon for survival for over 250 million years.
And, by its survival, it contributes significantly to the balance of nature.
For more information about the
ERDG and its horseshoe crab
conservation work, please visit
www.HorseshoeCrab.org. ■
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million for each of the last five
years. So the management
practices appear to be, at the
very least, stabilizing the
spawning population.

The Crab That Keeps
on Giving

and Wildlife Foundation,
ERDG’s Community Sanctuary
Program will expand into New
Jersey, with four communities
ready to begin the process.
However, unlike Delaware,
New Jersey does not have a
regulation in place to support
this program. Therefore, it will
be necessary to investigate
state and community local law
for each community, so an
effective regulatory vehicle can
be established to accomplish
sanctuary status.

Biomedically, the horseshoe
crab is the most studied marine
invertebrate. Several Nobel
Prizes have been awarded to
researchers working on their
compound eyes, which is also
knowledge that can be
applied to humans. Research at
the University of Delaware has
also led to sutures and Saran
Wrap-like sheets being made
from their chitin shells that are

used in Japan to suture cuts
and wrap burn victims. Both
are naturally absorbed by the
body over the course of a few
weeks, so there is no need to
remove them.

bution. If that is not enough, the
product is also approved for
use in testing for many bacterial
diseases, like spinal meningitis,
as well as for many sexually
transmitted diseases.

But the real story for most of us
lies with Limulus Amebocyte
Lysate (LAL), a product made
from the lysed, or ruptured
white blood cells, of horseshoe
crabs. LAL is currently irreplaceable due to its use in testing
medical implants (heart valves,
hips, knees and even teeth), as
required by the Federal Drug
Authority. Similarly, all
injectable drugs are required to
be tested with LAL prior to distri-

So you see, horseshoe crabs
are not just another pretty face;
in fact, they do not even have
faces. Rather, they are a signature species for both the
Delaware Bay and the pharmaceutical industry worldwide. For
more information on horseshoe
crabs, including how to
become involved as a volunteer, please visit
www.Ocean.UDel.edu/Horse
shoecrab. ■
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