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Featured article
Collaborative action for a sustainable red swimming crab fishery

The rise of the red swimming crab (RSC) in China

W LuFANG
Senior Fishery Rsearcher
Qingdao Marine Conservation Society
Qingdao, P R. China

The red swimming crab (Moromia haani), once a non-target species for local fshers before the 1990s, rapidly

end, the FIP launched scientific monitoring efforts at
its inception. A research team led by Professor Liu Min
from Xiamen University was commissioned to conduct
regular port-based landing surveys, catch sampling and
data analysis; and to engage with local fishing captains.
The ongoing research has led to important findings,
including a series of academic articles published since
2020. These studies have helped bridge knowledge gaps
about the species’ biological characteristics and will
informed potential future management approaches.

The FIP launch meeting in 2018
Photo: @ QMCS

At the same time, on-the-ground work has revealed significant challenges. One major issue is the bycatch of

emerged as a key lly produced species in Zhangzhou, Fujian, by the late 1990s. This
was largely driven by rising demand from international markets, particularly the United States of America,
where crab meat is an essential ingredient in popular local dishes like crab cakes. While most other larger-
sized crab species were being primarily consumed domestically, the RSC was found to be ideal for processing
into crab meat for export, thanks to its abundant supply, high meat yield, relatively low cost; and also due to
the availability of skillful workers, mostly local women. As the RSC became a prime target for bottom trawling
and trap fisheries in the Minnan-Taiwan Bank fishing ground, an increasing number of processors set up
operations in Zhangzhou to meet the surging demand. By 2010, around 14 processors were producing canned
and frozen crab meat, and this number grew to 28 by 2015. At the peak of the industry, RSC meat exports in
Zhangzhou reached around 30 000 tonnes annually.

However, with the intensification of fishing efforts driven by rising market demand (adult crabs for processing
and direct consumption, and juveniles for aquaculture feed), both fishers and processors began to notice a
decline in RSC catches and a reduction in the size of the crabs.

Responding to declining resources: The first US-China collaborative FIP

Faced with the decline in RSC p i Chi d US stakehold: ingly concerned about the
stability of the supply chain. Sha.rmg the mutual goal of restoring the crab popu.lauon a group of stakeholders
from both countries came together to plan joint actions aimed at ensuring the sustainable use and protection
of RSC With the d and action plans developed, in August 2018, a fishery
improvement project (FIP) was jointly initiated by the United States’ National Fisheries Institute’s (NFI) Red
Crab Council; the China Aquatic Products Processing and Marketing Alliance (CAPPMA); Ocean Outcomes
(02); Qingdao Ma.nne Conservatmn Society (QMCS); and Tao Ran Ltd. This marked the launch of the first
US-China coll 0 fishery imp project registered on FisheryP; org. The
NFI Red Crab Councll members, who represent the primary importers of RSC, voluntarily contribute two
cents for every imported pound of RSC meat to fund the improvement project. This unique funding model
demonstrates their commitment to the conservation of this important fishery resource and has helped sustain
the FIP.

Scientific research

Substantial efforts have been made to better understand the fishery and identify the key challenges hindering
its sustainable development. Given that the red swimming crab was not subject to specific fishery management
regulations in the past, scientific data on the species was limited. Therefore, understanding the species’ biology
and population status became a critical first step in developing effective fishery management strategies. To this
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h in large numbers, highlighting the unintentional impact of bottom trawling crab fisheries on

d d (ETP) species. The project team has devoted considerable efforts to
assess the fishery’s impact on seahorse biodiversity and to identify the seahorse habitat hotspots, given that all
species of seahorses are classified as CITES (Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild
Fauna and Flora) Appendix II species and National Class II protected species in China. Additionally, the team
plans to continue efforts to mitigate the negative impacts on seafloor habitats, assess the loss of fishing gear
from trap fisheries, and explore potential management measures to benefit the RSC resource.

Small and ,..\e..u( b s fvsiiabiratos liidd [ ths

A fishing port in Dongshan
Photo: @ QMCS bottom trawling fishery
Photo: @ QMC;
Policy ions for

Data collection and scientific research have provided a robust foundation for actionable improvements. One
significant finding was the peak spawning season for the RSC, which offers strong scientific evidence for the
potential establishment of fishing closure periods to protect spawning populations. Such closures are critical to
sustaining the RSC population and ensuring the long-term sustainability of the resource.

‘The identification of critical seahorse habitats is another key finding, which indicates areas that require specific
fisheries such as icting bottom trawling in seahorse hotspots to prevent bycatch.

Furth the team identified another challenge: the low sel of bottom trawling, which results in the
capture of significant numbers of small and juvenile fish and invertebrates of over 300 species, especially durin
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East Asia Sustainable Seafood
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