Horseshoe crabs touch lives
and livelihoods throughout
coastal Delaware

Ancient
mariner

ennis Littleton, a.k.a. Delmarva Dennis, maneuvers his
pontoon boat across the quiet, moonlit waters of Indi-
an River Bay off the sandy beaches of Burton’s Island,
about five miles north of Bethany Beach. Years of sun and wind
have etched a permanent Clint Eastwood-like squint on the
weathered face of this eco-adventure guide and self-educated
naturalist. The lean and lanky Ocean View native is leading a
group of tourists to witness firsthand a sight that has been
repeated on beaches like this one every spring for more than
350 million years.

As the boat approaches the shoreline, the scene can only be
described as awe-inspiring. Hundreds of dinner plate-size horse-
shoe crabs clamber along the vast stretch of sand in search of
mates. “This is a prehistoric scene I've been watching my
whole life, and it's always incredible to be reminded of how
enduring nature is,” Littleton says.

Throughout the night, males mate with the females and fertil-
ize eggs deposited in the sand. The entangled crabs work their
way across the beach, leaving distinctive trails in their wake. By
morning, most of the crabs have traveled back to the ocean. In
two weeks, the buried eggs will hatch and float back out to sea
like tiny plankton, getting early nutrition from a protective yolk
sac until they have developed enough to feed on their own.

Unfertilized eggs left in the sand become a feast for a dozen
species of migratory shorebirds that fly nonstop from South
America to gorge on the horseshoe crab eggs laid throughout
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Advocacy in action:
The Ecological Research and Development Group

While numerous conservation groups have an
interest in horseshoe crabs, these creatures are the
raison d'etre of the Ecological Research and Devel-
opment Group, based in Mitton. “We are the only
group whose sole focus is on the four surviving
species of horseshoe crabs,” says Glenn Gauvry, who
founded the organization in 1995.

Gauvry became fascinated with horseshoe crabs
while stationed at Dover Air Force Base in the late
1960s. Later involvement with oiled wildlife rehabiti-
tation raised his concerns about the delicate ecologi-
cal balance in the Delaware River. “It occurred to me
that the horseshoe crab did not have an advocate. No
organization was concerned for the species solely for
itself,” Gauvry says.

Preventing and mitigating damage to native wildlife
populations and habitat from human activity became
the mission of the organization. “I realized the ERDG
could make a difference, and we have,” Gauvry says.

By coordinating government, industry and environ-
mental group efforts, the ERDG is striving to maintain
the horseshoe crab population. The group promotes
scientific research, environmental management and
educational programs in communities and schools. A
museum-grade model of the female horseshoe crab,
developed for classroom use by the ERDG, has been
adopted by the Delaware Department of Education.
The organization’s Web site, www.horseshoecrab.org,
presents a spectacular array of information on these
animals.

The ERDG has no political agenda, and does not
participate in lobbying. Nor did it support the harvest-
ing moratorium proposed in January — a position that
seems odd at first glance. “We look at the horseshoe
crab population as a whole. A moratorium in New Jer-
sey and Delaware would have a ripple effect,” Gauvry
explains. “It's been established that there are genetic
differences in horseshoe crab populations throughout
their spawning range, from Florida to Maine. A ban on
harvesting in certain states would mean that bait
would be obtained from different areas — and that
could put other populations in jeopardy.”

The ERDG is developing this country’s first and only
horseshoe crab museum and research center. Gauvry
hopes to see the institute, to be located next to the
old Milton theater on Union Street, completed within
the next two years. A capital campaign for the $6 mil-
lion project is under way. “We've acquired two build-
ings, and the architectural plans have been drawn,”
Gauvry says. The institute will work to raise awareness
of the horseshoe crab’s importance to the local,
national and international scenes.

in Virginia mandating their use.
Through grant funding from NOAA, the
Ecological Research and Development
Group, a Milton-based non-profit con-
servation organization, provided the
bags at no cost to fishermen. In part-
nership with ERDG, Kent-Sussex Indus-
tries, a non-profit employment founda-
tion in Milford, has manufactured and
distributed more than 6,000 free bait
bags to fishermen in Maryland,
Delaware, Virginia and New Jersey.
The project expanded last year with
7,000 bait bags allocated to fishermen
in New York, Connecticut, Rhode
Island and Massachusetts.

Eicherly and the ERDG are currently
experimenting with yet another bait
alternative, using LAL's plasma byprod-
uct. This normally discarded substance
is being injected into menhaden, a bait
fish, to make it more attractive to conch.

Ithough most horseshoe crabs
destined for bait are gleaned in
arge quantities from the ocean,

some are hand-harvested from beach-
es. Permits for hand-harvesting, which
specify times, locations, and quantity
limitations, are issued by the Delaware
Department of Natural Resources and
Environmental Control. In 1997, per-
mits curtailed this practice of hand-
harvesting so much so that the slogan
“Feed a bird and starve a waterman”
was adopted in protest.

“There was definitely a ‘gold rush’
mentality in the early 1990s,” says
DNREC fishery scientist Stew Michels.
“Horseshoe crabs could be sold for a
dollar a piece, and all kinds of people
were out there picking them up and
selling them to fishermen.”

Today, fewer than 50 permits are
issued each year and hand-harvesting
has been limited to daylight hours, on
specified days. Port Mahon is the only
public beach in Delaware where hand-
harvesting is still allowed. Stiff penal-
ties, which can range between $100
and $1,000 per crab, plus court costs,
are imposed upon violators, and
DNREC agents work overtime during
spawning season to enforce the law.

Wanda Garber, a hand-harvester
from Dover, arrives at Port Mahon,
with her dog, Lady, an hour before
sunrise on a Tuesday morning to stake
out her stretch of beach for “picking”

— the local term for gathering — horse-
shoe crabs which she sells for bait. Gar-
ber wears a tiny gold horseshoe crab
charm on a chain around her neck, an
emblem of the respect she has for these
animals. She begins by picking up horse-
shoe crabs that have been stranded on
the rocks. “Those wouldn’t have
survived anyway, so I take them first,”
explains Garber, tossing the animals into
the back up her pickup truck.

Although compliant with the law, Gar-
ber and other hand-harvesters are occa-
sionally harassed by passionate birders,
who view this activity as a threat to the
survival of migrating birds. “Thaose peo-
ple could be out here picking crabs off
the rocks every day to rescue them, but
where are they? They’re not here now,”
observes Garber.

Audubon’s Ann Rydgren says, “Our
official policy is supportive of local water-
men licensed for hand-harvesting. We
have a much bigger problem with dredg-
ing. That destroys the environment.”

Early this year a consortium of conser-
vation groups sought a moratorium on
the harvesting of horseshoe crabs for bait
in Delaware and New Jersey. Although
the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Com-
mission rejected the proposal, compro-
mise measures will be implemented in
2004. These changes, adopted under
emergency rules, include a reduction in
quotas and a harvesting ban from May 1
to June 7.

“There are a lot of economic issues,”
says Eric Stiles, New Jersey Audubon
Society’s vice president of conservation.
“We support economic displacement
compensation for watermen who will
be deprived of income. The Delaware
Bay ecotourism industry, however, is
larger than the eel and conch industries
of the entire Atlantic coast. It’s not just
a matter of birds versus jobs, but jobs
versus jobs.”

Efforts to preserve this aquatic treasure
come in many forms. Since 1990, an
annual survey of the spawning horseshoe
crab population, coordinated by Bill Hall,
a marine education specialist at the Col-
lege of Marine Studies, takes place on
select beaches throughout Delaware and
New Jersey on specified nights in May
and June. The U.S. Geological
Survey/State Partnership Project relies on
the efforts of volunteers. (Those interest-
ed in participating in the census can








