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Paddle crabs:

a developing fishery

The paddle crab fishery has considerable potential for growth. There are large areas of suitable coastline that are

unfished commercially, and there is a substantial local market for high quality, hand-picked crabmeat.

The paddle crab, Ovalipes catharus,
supports a small commercial fishery
in New Zealand, but is seldom targeted
by recreational fishers. Landings total
about 400 t per year and are sold lo-
cally rather than exported. At port
prices of $2500 per tonne, the fishery
is estimated to be worth about
%1,000,000 a year.

Overseas, other swimming crabs, such
as the American blue crab, the Austral-
ian sand crab, and the mangrove or
mud crab, support major fisheries with
broad export appeal. Similarities with
other commercial species suggest that
the paddle crab fishery may be under-
exploited, and, therefore, has potential
for further development.

Commercial fisheries
Commercial interest in New Zealand
paddle crabs began in 1977-78 when
fishers caught marketable numbers of
large crabs just outside the surf zone of
Westshore Beach, Mapier. Small land-
ings were also taken off Paremata,
Motueka, and Akarca in 1977, and else-
where the following year. Since then,
the fishery has expanded rapidly. An-
nual catches show marked variations that
are mainly due to marketing issues.
Crabs are marketed live, cooked whole,
or as crabmeat.

Commercial crab fishing methods in-
clude set-pots, lift-pots, set-nets, and, oc-
casionally, trawling. Bycatch can be a
problem with set-nets and it is labour
intensive to remove the crabs. Crabs
cannot legally be targeted by trawling,
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but they are legally harvested as bycatch.
Long trawl shots often damage the crabs.
Static methods, such as lift-pots and set-
pols, minimise damage and provide the
best quality crabs. As in many crab fish-
eries, pots are the most effective means
of catching crabs, Currently, only hand-
gathering and potting (but not with rock
lobster pots) are legal methods for com-
mercially harvesting paddle crabs (un-
less special permits are held). Catch
rates, however, vary considerably with
method, season, and area.

Most paddle crabs are caught off the
east coast of New Zealand, and in the
Challenger and central west areas. For
the 1989-20 and 1990-91 fishing years,
the highest reported landings were in
QMA 7. Since the 199192 fishing year,
QMA 1 has reported the highest land-
ings. These catches probably reflect
greater effort and the larger market of
the Auckland area rather than a greater
biomass of crabs. There was a substan-
tial increase in landings in QMA 2 in the
1937-98 fishing year, mainly due to ex-
pansion in the Mapier fishery. There is
some movement by crab fishers between
areas and coaslts depending on the pre-
vailing weather patterns.

In QMAs 3, 4, 5, and 6 there is a mini-
mum legal size of 75 mm carapace width
(CW). This ensures that females have
spawned and males have mated at least
once. The female broodstock is further
protected by the prohibition on taking
egg-bearing crabs, and by the market
demand for the larger male crabs (over
100 mm CW). Seasonal movemeants and
differences in growth rates and sex ra-
tios betwean areas need to be consid-
ered in the management of paddle crabs.

In QMAs 3, 4, and 5 there are annual
competitive quotas of 100, 50, and 100 1
respectively, which have never been
reached. Catches in QMA 3 rarely ap-
proach 50 t, and QMAs 4, 5, and 3 rarely
report landings over 1 t.

Stock assessment

The available information suggests that pad-
dlie crabs in New Zealand waters (except
perhaps the Chatham |slands) comprise one
large stock, with possible sub-populations
separated by latitudinal gradations. Latitudi-
nal differences in growth rate, size at first
maturity, and fecundity, particularly the
number of broods per season, are probably
environmentally regulated.

Because the fishery is market driven
and lightly exploited, accurate yield esti-
mates are not possible. Current com-
mercial reqgulations which prohibit the
taking of egg-bearing females and re-
strict fishing methods offer considerable
protection to the fishery. The compelitive
quotas and the minimum legal size (MLS)
set in some areas are inconsistent and
| do not constrain the fisheries.
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