
Coalition Partner Update July 11, 2022

Volume 1 Number 2 HCRC Partner Update 1

Type to enter text

Shorebird Numbers 
Remain Historically 
Low 

The Delaware Bay Shorebird 
Project, which has assessed 
shorebird numbers in the 
region for 26 years, found that 
the threatened red knot 
shorebird numbers remained 
at historically low levels in 
2022. The numbers modestly 
increased from 6,800 in 2021 
to over 12,000 this year, but 
that number is less than half 
the 2019 total of 30,000 and a 
fraction of the peak 
population of over 94,000 in 
1989.   

“The reason for this eyes 
wide-open destruction of one 
of the most important natural 
features in the U.S. is not 
complicated,” said Larry Niles, 
co-leader of the Horseshoe 
Crab Recovery Coalition, in a 
recent blog post. “Simply 
put, the agencies allow the 
killing of too many crabs 
leaving only enough to spawn 
when sea conditions are 
perfect, and then blame the 
less than perfect conditions 
for the collapse of the 
stopover.”  

Delaware Bay is a critical resting point for most red knots as 
they complete their epic migration from as far south as Tierra 
del Fuego to their breeding grounds in the Arctic Circle. Red 
knots rely on horseshoe crab eggs to replenish and renourish 
before finishing their journeys, but due to the overharvesting 
of crabs in recent decades both egg availability and red knot 
numbers have suffered. In 2015, red knots were listed as 
“threatened” under the Endangered Species Act.  

The Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission (ASMFC) this 
year advanced a proposal that poses a significant threat to 
both horseshoe crabs and red knots. The proposal would 
almost certainly result in renewed killing — or “harvesting” — of 
female crabs for use as fishing bait, reversing a longstanding 
prohibition. New Jersey Audubon, Defenders of Wildlife, and 
Earthjustice have all warned that the proposal threatens to 
cause a violation of the Endangered Species Act by further 
depleting the horseshoe crab eggs that red knots rely upon.   

Read more here. 

“If crabs were allowed to recover to historic numbers, birds 
would have abundance in any conditions.”  - Larry Niles

https://earthjustice.org/news/press/2022/delaware-bay-red-knot-shorebird-numbers-remain-historically-low-despite-modest-increase
https://www.arubewithaview.com/2022/06/15/2022-delaware-bay-stopover-project-final-update-5-june-22022/
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News from the Field: 

Spawning Surveys Piloted 
in Georgia 

From shorebirds to sea turtles, 
Georgia’s 100-mile coast has a 
long history of wildlife 
conservation. Earlier this spring, 
in partnership with the 
Horseshoe Crab Recovery 
Coalition, Georgia conservation 
groups continued that legacy by 
launching a series of horseshoe 
crab spawning surveys on 
barrier islands across the coast. 
The goal was to collect baseline 
data of spawning activity during 
the full and new moon spring 
tides—information scientists can 
use to monitor future changes in 
horseshoe crab populations 
and regulators can use when 
making important management 
decisions. 

The pilot effort was organized 
by the Brunswick, Georgia-
based nonprofit One Hundred 
Miles, in cooperation with 
biologists at the Georgia 
Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR) and partners 
with Manomet’s Georgia Bight 
Shorebird Conservation 
Initiative. Altogether, 35 
volunteers stepped up to get 
the job done—a dedicated team 
made up of coastal residents, 
shorebird and sea turtle 
volunteers, and staff from 
agencies and conservation 
nonprofits. After attending a 

Horseshoe crabs seen during pilot survey on the the 
Georgia coast

training session prior to the spring spawning season, 
volunteers were organized geographically into 29 teams 
spread out across the coast. Each team was encouraged to 
visit their assigned sites three times during high tide windows 
in April and May, where they conducted surveys by boat, 
kayak, and foot.  

In total, 2,777 horseshoe crabs were counted during the 66 
individual site surveys. Most surveyors reported very low 
numbers, with 35 surveys detecting no crabs at all. This patchy 
spawning activity is likely due to the highly dynamic conditions 
on Georgia’s coast, where erosional and accretional processes 
are constantly shifting the coastal bars and barrier islands 
where crabs are known to spawn. Weather conditions and 
logistics also made conducting repeated surveys with 
volunteers challenging, as most of the optimum sites for larger 
spawning activity are remote islands only accessible by boat.  

The pilot project partners are now working to analyze data, 
gather feedback from volunteers, and evaluate the first season 
of survey effort. Going forward, One Hundred Miles, GA DNR, 
Manomet, and other partners are excited to apply the lessons 
learned to expand and strengthen future years of the program. 
Additional resources will be used to fund increased training 
and support for volunteers, align survey efforts with ongoing 
education and outreach initiatives across the coast, and 
promote management practices to protect the crabs. 
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Delaware Inland Bays 
Field Report 

Coalition partners at the 
Delaware Center for the Inland 
Bays have conducted horseshoe 
crab surveys since 2008. The 
center also works with the U.S. 
Fish & Wildlife Service on a 
tagging program in the state. 

The most 
recent 
totals 
were 
25,934 
crabs 
counted 
(22,547 

males and 3,387 females) at 
six beaches across 14 survey 
nights in the Rehoboth and 
Indian River Bays. Volunteers 
also tagged 2,567 horseshoe 
crabs. 

The Center also hosted a 
reporter from the international 
wire service Agence France-
Presse, whose article on 
horseshoe crabs has gained 
significant  coverage.  The 
article quotes Allen Bergenson 
of the Swiss biotechnology 
company Lonza as saying the 
horseshoe crab is a "finite 
source with a potentially 
infinite demand, and those 
two things are mutually 
exclusive." Lonza has been a 
longtime manufacturer of the 
toxicity testing agent that uses 
the blood of horseshoe crabs. 
It now also manufactures the 
synthetic test. 

Partner Profile: Maryland Coastal Bays 

Since 2002, the Maryland Coastal 
Bays Program (MCBP) has partnered 
with the Maryland Department of 
Natural Resources (MDNR) and a 
handful of volunteers to conduct 
annual surveys that provide vital 
data on the population dynamics of 
horseshoe crabs. The eight surveys 
are conducted during spawning 
season in the Coastal Bays (May – 
July) and coincide with the evening 
high tide during new and full moon 
lunar cycles.  

MCBP and MDNR conduct surveys at both Skimmer and 
Assateague Island, while volunteers monitor Homer 
Gudelsky Park (Stinky Beach), the Oceanic Motel, and 
Sunset Island.  

For the survey, horseshoe crabs are counted along a 
100m transect that extends 1m into the water from the 
high tide waterline. In addition to being counted, the 
horseshoe crabs are sexed and recorded as dead or alive.  

Horseshoe crab strandings have been an issue in the 
Coastal Bays due to natural beach shorelines being 
reinforced with riprap. Mass casualties can occur when 
crabs become stranded for long periods of time.  

To mitigate this issue, MCBP developed the Stranded 
Spawning Horseshoe Crab Recovery Team, a volunteer-
based group that goes to four different horseshoe crab 
spawning sites and rescues stranded horseshoe crabs by 
helping them get back into the water safely.  

In addition to rescuing the stranded crabs, these 
volunteers collect important data such as number of 
rescued, number of actively spawning, and number of 
dead horseshoe crabs to help MCBP understand where 
strandings are occurring the most in the Coastal Bays. In 
addition to this volunteer group, MCBP manages 
numerous citizen-science volunteer groups and holds 
various environmental education and outreach events 
throughout the year that can be found on its website.     

https://mdcoastalbays.org/the-programs/volunteer-opportunities/
https://www.inlandbays.org
https://www.inlandbays.org
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220630-horseshoe-crabs-living-fossils-vital-for-vaccine-safety
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220630-horseshoe-crabs-living-fossils-vital-for-vaccine-safety
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By Jennifer Zarcone, Save Coastal Wildlife  

On July 1, New York Governor Kathy Hochul signed a new law that 
will regulate the taking of crabs, including minimum and maximum 
size limits, open and closed seasons including lunar closures, and 
a prohibition on the harvest of crabs in the mating position. This 
new law provides a foundation for further laws to be created in 
New York State to protect horseshoe crabs in the future.  

This is another important step to help preserve horseshoe crab 
populations on the east coast. While the largest spawning 
population of horseshoe crabs can be found in Delaware Bay, the 
busy waters of New York Harbor (including Raritan, Sandy Hook 
and Jamaica Bays) also 
have a population of 
crabs. 

Volunteers with Save 
Coastal Wildlife have 
been monitoring 
horseshoe crabs on 
the southern shore of 
New York Harbor in Monmouth County, New Jersey since 2009. So 
far, results of the study show a population that is less than robust. 
Increased harvesting of horseshoe crabs, especially females, in 
New York state waters threatens their population. 

Until this month, New York State was one of a handful of states on 
the Atlantic Coast that had no type of moratorium or restrictions 
on harvesting crabs during their breeding or mating period in May 
and June. Since 2009, New York’s commercial quota for horseshoe 
crabs has been around 150,000. 

A bill was first introduced in the NY State Senate in January 2019, 
but it languished in committee. This year Save Coastal Wildlife 
began a petition on Change.org to get a bill moving and put into 
law. Over 32,000 signatures were received and in May the bill 
started moving through committee and eventually was approved 
by both the Assembly and the Senate and landed on Governor 
Hochul’s desk on June 22 for approval.  

You can read the full text of the bill here.  

Thanks to the New York state legislature and Governor Hochul for 
taking this step in the right direction. 

New Regulations in 
Connecticut

In May, the Connecticut Department 
of Energy and Environmental 
Protection (DEEP) implemented 
regulatory changes to help address 
the declining horseshoe crab 
population in Long Island Sound. 
Under the old rules, fishermen could 
take up to 500 crabs per day. The 
limit under the new rules is 150. The 
new rules also restrict harvesting so it 
does not interfere with spawning. 
DEEP officials believe the stricter 
regulations will decrease the 
horseshoe crab harvest by more than 
60 percent.  

The regulatory changes came at 
roughly the same time as a bill that 
would have banned the harvest of 
horseshoe crabs. Unfortunately, the 
bill died on the final day of the state’s 
legislative session. 

Patrick Comins, Executive Director of 
the Connecticut Audubon Society, a 
coalition partner, said: “The new 
regulations are a great step towards 
lowering the harvest of horseshoe 
crabs in Connecticut and we applaud 
the department for this move. We 
continue to advocate for a complete 
cessation of harvesting in 
Connecticut due to their depleted 
stocks and importance to the Long 
Island Sound ecosystem.” 

Greater Protection for Horseshoe Crabs in 
New York State 

https://www.savecoastalwildlife.org
https://www.savecoastalwildlife.org
https://www.savecoastalwildlife.org
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2021/A7710/amendment/A?utm_source=ny_state_senate&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=subscriptions&utm_content=SIGNED_BY_GOV
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We're excited to bring you a new story map that highlights the 
arduous 9,000-mile journey of the Red Knot, from its wintering 
habitat near the tip of South America to its breeding grounds in the 
Arctic tundra. The map was developed under the direction of Dr. 
Richard E. Lathrop Jr., Professor of Environmental Monitoring at 
Rutgers University, and coalition co-leader Dr. Larry Niles. 

Follow the guided tour on this story map that illustrates some of 
the habitats used by rufa knots during their migratory stopovers. 

From the tip of South America to the Arctic tundra: the  
9,000 mile migration of the red knot.

South Carolina 
Restricts Harvest 
Sites

By Christian Hunt, Defenders of 
Wildlife 

Following public pressure, the 
South Carolina Department of 
Natural Resources decided not to 
issue a special permit to harvest 
horseshoe crabs in part of the 
ACE Basin. The U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service also announced it 
would not permit contractors for 
Charles River Labs to collect 
horseshoe crabs in the Cape 
Romain National Wildlife Refuge, 
following litigation brought by 
coalition partner Defenders of 
Wildlife and the Southern 
Environmental Law Center.   

“For decades, the refuge was 
treated by Charles River as a 
private commodity,” said Christian 
Hunt, Southeast Representative 
for Defenders of Wildlife. “Cape 
Romain can now fulfill its purpose 
as a true wildlife sanctuary, free of 
corporate intrusion. With the 
horseshoe crab in freefall, it 
comes not a moment too soon.”  

A report from Defenders further 
detailed the history of harvesting 
and provided a set of actions 
necessary to prevent further 
declines in South Carolina. The 
Post and Courier’s editorial staff 
expressed similar sentiments:   

“While both the state and federal 
steps were laudable and prudent, 
the state still needs to do more,” 
said the newspaper.

Mapping the Red Knot’s Incredible Journey

Things You Can Do for Horseshoe Crabs 

• Contact your members of Congress to express why it's important 
not to allow commercial fishing interests to dominate decisions to 
kill horseshoe crabs for bait.  You can also contact your local 
representative and ask that state marine fish units devote more 
time to monitoring the bait and blood industry. 

• Help us find spawning horseshoe crabs by reporting them to 
citizen science services such as iNaturalist. And If you see a crab 
stranded upside down, gently flip them over.  

Click here for more details. 

https://hscrabrecovery.org/take-action/
https://defenders.org/sites/default/files/2022-03/A%20Call%20for%20Intervention%20-%20The%20Decline%20of%20South%20Carolina's%20Horseshoe%20Crab%20Population%20(2022).pdf
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/c22de70e09ab458186cce9b1bc4912a5?fbclid=IwAR3YA4O2wc8tRH0jcTUgh9j7rVaR7QQ7oYrNoZh8OyMY3YYUEHPAu6k4iT0
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