Environmental Close-Up: The Blue Crabs of Chesapeake Bay

Scientists are conducting the first accurate count of blue crabs in the Chesapeake Bay, an inlet of the Atlantic Ocean in Virginia, Maryland, and Delaware.  The count is an attempt to produce a forecasting tool that could be used to set limits on the dwindling numbers of crabs being harvested.  While no one believes that the blue crab is about to become extinct, there are concerns over the decline in the number of crabs that have been harvested over the past decade.

Anxiety about the crab is high because the bay’s supply of other species also once thought to be boundless—such as shad, sturgeon, oyster, and striped bass—has been severely depleted by disease, pollution, and overfishing. The crab is a vital link in the ecological chain of the Chesapeake Bay.  It lives in a wide variety of habitats, is the major consumer of bottom-dwelling fish, and is itself consumed by predators.


Until recently, little was known about how many crabs were in the bay and whether their numbers had fallen to dangerous levels.  For years, the crab seemed invulnerable because each female produces millions of eggs whose survival was thought to depend solely on physical features such as currents.  Recent studies, however, have shown that human impact is perhaps more directly related to the crab population.  Pollution, construction of shorelines homes, wetland destruction, and a growing appetite for crabs are considered bigger problems for the crab than once believed.
