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Looking Back and 
Looking Ahead 

In 2022, our work in protecting 
horseshoe crabs on the Atlantic 
Coast had some notable 
successes, and some reasons for 
continued alarm. 

The year began with news that 
the Atlantic States Marine 
Fisheries Commission was 
considering a new model that 
could allow the harvest of 
female horseshoe crabs in 
Delaware Bay. When the 
decision went out for public 
comment later in the year, the 
commission received more than 
30,000 comments against the 
proposal, coming from 
conservation groups, concerned 
citizens’ legislators and 
scientists. In November, the 
commission decided to forego, 
at least for now, authorizing a 
bait harvest of female horseshoe 
crabs. This was a clear win, but 
also a reminder of the need for 
continued vigilance. 

In April, separate decisions by 
the South Carolina Department 
of Natural Resources and the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
acted to protect horseshoe 
crabs in the ecologically pristine 
ACE Basin Cape Romain 
National Wildlife Refuge. Stung 

by new restrictions and a barrage of bad publicity, Charles River 
Laboratories, the world’s biggest biomedical bleeder, opened a new 
bleeding facility in Massachusetts and secured a permit to harvest 
crabs in Virginia. While others involved in the bleeding industry also 
offer a synthetic alternative, Charles River does not have a synthetic in 
its product line. Coincidence? 

In July, the Delaware Bay Shorebird Project, which has assessed 
shorebird numbers in the region for 26 years, found that the 
threatened red knot shorebird’s numbers remained at historically low 
levels in 2022. The knot count had a slight increase from 6,800 in 2021 
to over 12,000 in 2022, but that is far less than the 2019 count of 
30,000 and a fraction of the peak population of over 94,000 in 1989. 
The lack of its historically plentiful food source may be causing the 
knots to bypass the bay for other less nutritious environs.  

Also in July, New York Governor Kathy Hochul signed a new law to 
regulate the taking of crabs, including minimum and maximum size  

(continued on p.2)

Red Knots and Horseshoe Crabs, Delaware Bay

https://www.arubewithaview.com/2022/06/15/2022-delaware-bay-stopover-project-final-update-5-june-22022/
https://www.arubewithaview.com/2022/06/15/2022-delaware-bay-stopover-project-final-update-5-june-22022/
https://www.arubewithaview.com/2022/06/15/2022-delaware-bay-stopover-project-final-update-5-june-22022/
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Our Year in Review 
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limits, open and closed seasons including lunar closures, and a 
prohibition of on the harvest of horseshoe crabs in the mating 
position.  Connecticut nearly passed legislation that would 
have banned the harvest of horseshoe crabs, but new 
regulations put in place by the state’s Department of Energy 
and Environmental Protection are intended to cut the harvest 
by some 60 percent. 

These actions provide a foundation for further legislative and 
regulatory protections, which are important priorities for the 
coalition going forward. 

As we look ahead to 2023, we need to build on our successes 
and keep the momentum moving forward on our main goals, to 
end the killing of female horseshoe crabs, to seek bait harvest 
moratoriums where possible, and to phase out biomedical 
industry bleeding of horseshoe crabs in favor of the synthetic 
equivalent known as rFC. 

We’ll also be refining our science and stewardship program, 
with an increased focus on egg density, the best indicator for 
the health of the crab population and the shorebirds that 
depend on them. 

We want to thank all coalition members and supporters for 
making a difference this year in the fight to preserve horseshoe 
crabs and the species that depend on them. Our successes are 
all because of you. 

 Warm best wishes for the holiday season, 

Your partners at the HCRC 

Our Coalition’s Goals 

The Horseshoe Crab Recovery 
Coalition (HCRC) is dedicated to 
ensuring the future of the 
American Horseshoe Crab by 
stemming years of decline and 
fully restoring their numbers by 
2030.  

Our goals: 

• End the harvest of female 
horseshoe crabs to ensure that 
populations are large enough to 
support the needs of birds and 
fish that need their eggs to 
survive.  

• Reform the horseshoe crab 
bleeding industry to require 
transparency and reduce 
mortality to zero.  

• Speed the adoption of synthetic 
lysate alternatives for use in 
biomedical toxicity testing.  

• Engage organizations and 
volunteers in outreach and 
community science programs 
aimed at rebuilding crab 
populations. 
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When birds thrive, we all win. When birds disappear, we all lose. 

By Steve Cottrell, President, Delaware Audubon 

Delaware is coming close to losing one of its major natural attractions, the appearance of migrating shorebirds 
along the Delaware Bay coastline each spring. Due to the runaway harvest of horseshoe crabs during the last 
decade of the 20th century, the food source on which the shorebirds depend was slashed from previous levels. 
That loss has upended the life cycle of multiple species of marine and avian wildlife, most notably that of the 
iconic red knot, which is now listed as threatened under the Endangered Species Act. 

Red knot survival remains precarious.  At wintering sites populations 
have fallen to 10 to 20 percent of their baseline abundances, 
documented during surveys carried out in the 1980s. Although 
regulation and management of the horseshoe crab population 
commenced in 1998 to correct the decline of both horseshoe crabs 
and the red knot, the Delaware Bay horseshoe crab population has not 
substantially changed and the red knot continues to decline. 

There is no larger aggregation of spawning horseshoe crabs and 
shorebirds than Delaware Bay. Prior to the 1990s, its beaches 
displayed mounds of surface horseshoe crab eggs in spring, providing 
a bounty for visiting red knots. At that time, red knots were evenly 

distributed between New Jersey and Delaware. As shorebird populations declined, the patterns of distribution 
in the Delaware Bay changed, with a shift away from Delaware and towards New Jersey. Explanations for this 
shift relate to the overall decrease in horseshoe crabs in the bay, but another factor is that New Jersey has had a 
bait harvest moratorium in place since 2008, while Delaware's allowed harvest has continued unabated. 

Delaware has been relying on the recommendations of an industry-biased agency for setting its harvest policy. 
The state needs to acknowledge that those recommendations have been a failure. There is nothing gained when 
policies result in harm to birds. On the contrary, returns on helping birds extend well beyond birds.  

Delaware's legislature has a chance to correct this by implementing a horseshoe crab harvest moratorium, 
equivalent to New Jersey’s. A bold move by Delaware to end the environmentally destructive practice of using a 
keystone species as a bait source would have an important impact beyond Delaware. Although there is an 
effective synthetic alternative to the use of horseshoe crab blood for endotoxin testing, lobbyists for the 
bleeding companies are resisting efforts to have the U.S. biomedical industry modernize to the synthetic, as 
Europe already has. They are feeling no pressure if states, such as Delaware, continue to allow a bait harvest. 
Should Delaware ban its bait harvest, the U.S. conversion to the synthetic will move ahead on a faster track.  

Bird conservation benefits everybody: wildlife, people, entire ecosystems, and Planet Earth. Delaware legislators 
would gain respect from all corners if they show the courage and pass legislation to halt the horseshoe crab bait 
harvest early in its 2023 legislative session. 

 

 

 



Horseshoe Crab Recovery Coalition December 20, 2022

Horseshoe Crab Recovery Coalition 4

Give a Gift, Get a Shirt 

The Horseshoe Crab Recovery 
Coalition is now accepting 
donations through Conserve 
Wildlife Foundation of New Jersey. 
Funds donated to the Coalition will 
help support our Science and 
Stewardship program, an effort to 
collect important data on 
horseshoe crabs along the Atlantic 
Coast. 

People donating $100 or more will 
receive a Horseshoe Crab 
Recovery Coalition t-shirt as a 
thank-you, with original horseshoe 
crab artwork designed exclusively 
for the Coalition by Janet Essley.  
Qualifying donors will receive a 
follow-up email for color/style/size 
selections.  

Donations are accepted through 
Conserve Wildlife Foundation via 
PayPal by following this link:  
Horseshoe Crab Recovery 
Coalition T-shirts. 

Paper Documents Importance of Egg 
Density in Addressing Horseshoe Crab 
Recovery Efforts 

A study published in the scientific journal Aquatic Conservation: 
Marine and Freshwater Ecosystems emphasizes that measurements 
of horseshoe egg prevalence and abundance are essential metrics 
for tracking the progress toward management goals for improving 
shorebird habitat quality. Coalition co-founder Larry Niles is among 
the peer-reviewed paper’s authors.  

The study notes that the density of horseshoe crab eggs on 
Delaware Bay beaches is only one-tenth of what it was prior to the 
overharvest of horseshoe crabs that began in the 1980s. The decline 
in shorebird populations along Delaware Bay coincided with the 
overharvest. 

“A lack of recovery of horseshoe crab egg and shorebird abundance 
suggests that horseshoe crab harvest management has functioned 
to stabilize populations but has been inadequate to promote the 
recovery of horseshoe crab and shorebird populations, including 
the endangered red knot, to levels that existed prior to a wave of 
unregulated harvest,” the paper said. 

“Impacts from bycatch, the pharmaceutical industry and other 
potential population impacts must be better quantified and 
mitigated, if necessary, to promote the recovery of horseshoe crab 
populations,” the authors note. 

You can read the full paper here. 

https://hscrabrecovery.org/donate/
https://hscrabrecovery.org/donate/
https://hscrabrecovery.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/17511638.pdf
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Member Spotlight: American Littoral Society 

Lunar Cycles and Tidal Forces Dictate Schedule for Work with Delaware Bay Horseshoe Crabs 
by Toni Rose Tablante, American Littoral Society Habitat Restoration Technician  

May and June are all about horseshoe crabs at the American Littoral Society. 
Working in the heart of the largest spawning area in the world has been 
nothing short of fascinating. I started my position with the society right at the 
beginning of horseshoe crab season. In addition to jumping right into the 
society's annual crab tagging efforts, this year also included days and nights 
of monitoring how the crabs are affected by a new restoration project near 
Nantuxent Creek in Cumberland County, NJ.  

The Delaware Bay spawn is a spectacle with peak spawning times for 
horseshoe crabs occurring during high tides on the new/full moons.      

Because of this, our work must be done on a schedule dictated by lunar cycles 
and tidal forces, which, unfortunately, is certainly not a typical 9-5 work schedule. 

To gauge the success of our beach restoration projects and to track horseshoe crab movements around the bay, 
the society runs one of the largest volunteer-based horseshoe crab tagging programs on the East Coast. Every 
year we bring hundreds of volunteers onto darkened beaches to tag thousands of crabs.  When the spawning 
season began, I was in similar shoes to some of our awesome volunteers. I had never seen thousands of 
horseshoe crabs take over a beach, let alone tried tagging one. I tagged my first horseshoe crab upon starting 
this job, and now, I have probably tagged over 300. 

What started off as the regular tagging program in Delaware Bay turned into back-to-back days and late nights 
of monitoring at the NJ Department of Environmental Protection Money Island restoration project. Part of this 
work involved evaluating how horseshoe crabs interact with rock breakwater structures. Low tide exposes the 
breakwaters, so we would wade into the water to see if any horseshoe crabs were stuck. So far, things look good.  

On some occasions, this work had us close to the shorebirds, including the red knot, but far enough to not 
disturb them. Getting great views through the binoculars was a huge plus. Then, when the sun is down and the 
tide is high, we would be right back out there for the horseshoe crab spawning survey. Those surveys include 
tagging hundreds of horseshoe crabs, then implementing a resight-focused spawning survey, which involved 
counting the number of crabs inside a randomized quadrant, paying close attention to record those that were 
tagged. This data helps estimate overall crab population and migration patterns, which can demonstrate the 
value of continued habitat restoration along the Delaware Bay.  

Although horseshoe crab season kept us super busy and slightly sleep deprived, I've had the chance to walk up 
and down the beach encountering hundreds of horseshoe crabs, bright moons, even my first meteor 
sighting.It’s a special thing to explore the beaches at a time when the rest of the world is "asleep." And although 
tiring, it was moments like these that made the exhaustion worth it. 
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