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What  is This Strange and Wonderful Critter? 
Description: 

	 Dome shaped shell - 3.5 - 33 inches 

	 Brown to gray in color 

	 12 legs under shell; 5 pairs for walking, a set of tiny pinchers 	 	
	 long spiky tail 

	 Atlantic coast, in and around shallow coastal marine and 	 	 	
	 brackish water on soft, sandy or muddy bottoms 

Facts: 

	 Species has been living more than 400 million years 

	 Closely related to spiders and scorpions, rather than crabs 

	 9 eyes in total with various light receptors 

	 Females can lay between 60,000 and 120,00 eggs in batches of 	 	
	 a few thousand at a time 

	 Diet consists of marine worms, clams, mussels, crustaceans, slugs 

	 Largest concentration of breeding horseshoe crabs is found 	 	
	 along the Delaware Bay 

	 Moratorium on the harvest of horseshoe crabs within the state 
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Other Incredible Facts about 
Horseshoe Crabs

They are not true crabs but 
are arthropods


Horseshoe crabs predate 
dinosaurs - they are living 
fossils


They have blue blood 


Horseshoe crab babies look 
just like adults — but with 
translucent shells


A horseshoe crab’s pointed 
tail is not for self-defense 
but as a rudder or to flip 
over


They can swim upside down


They glow under 
ultraviolet light


Many shorebirds can’t 
survive without horseshoe 
crabs


They walk on 10 legs and use 
their last pair to move food 
into their mouths which 
they crush between their 
legs


Atlantic horseshoe crabs 
have their largest 
populations in the Delaware 
Bay


Horseshoe crabs do not bite 
or sting


To grow, the crab must shed 
its old exoskeleton and 
form a new, bigger one


Why these Critters are so Important
1. Horseshoe  Crab  Blood  is  Blue  -  Human  blood  is  red  because  of 

hemoglobin,  the protein in red blood cells  that transports oxygen 
throughout the body and it contains iron.  Horseshoe crabs have a 
different oxygen-carrying protein, called hemocyanin.   Hemocyanin 
has copper rather  than iron, which gives the horseshoe crab blood  
its  bright  blue  color.  Their  blood  also  contains  a  unique  enzyme 
called  limulus  amebocyte  lysate  (LAL).   It  causes  the  blood  to 
coagulate when exposed to bacterial endotoxins, which can be deadly.  
Biomedical companies use LAL to test medicines, vaccines, implants, 
and more for endotoxins. It is used to ensure medical equipment is 
safe for people. Thank the horseshoe crab.

2. Eggs  that  feed  the  populations  of  migrating  birds  -  Thousands  of 
shorebirds  descend on the Delaware Bay in  May/June to feast  on 
horseshoe crab eggs. Red knots (federally protected), ruddy turnstones, 
sanderlings, and other species rely on the fat and protein packed eggs 
to  power  their  long  flights.  For  red  knots,  in  particular,  this 
important stopover is the last chance to fuel up before the epic 9,300 
mile migration from South America to the Arctic. The crabs are also 
used as bait to catch eels and whelk (sea snails) therefore, the crab 
populations are getting smaller. Some states have made it illegal to 
catch  horseshoe  crabs.  If  the  harvests  continue,  the  crabs  could 
disappear and likewise the birds who feed on their eggs as well.

The horseshoe crab’s existence  helps to hold nature’s intertwined net of 
biodiversity  together  in  the  Delaware  Bay  region.  They  are  often 
overlooked for their importance and are threatened by over harvesting, 
human population growth, and climate change.

See littorialsociety.org for more info on how you can help 
to protect these remarkable creatures

http://littorialsociety.org
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