ENDANGERED CHINESE HORSESHOE CRABS
THE ISSUE
Two species of horseshoe crab (there are four worldwide) occur in Hong Kong. The Chinese
horseshoe crab (Tachypleus tridentatus) and the mangrove horseshoe crab (Carcinoscorpis
rotundicauda) are found in coastal waters, often occurring together though the mangrove
species prefers muddier substrates.
The local population of juvenile horseshoe crabs in Hong Kong waters is estimated to be
4,500-7,300 individuals. Population declines have been estimated at ≥90% in Hong Kong due
to loss of habitat, clam digging, and overharvesting of adults. In March 2019, the conservation
status of the Chinese horseshoe crab was elevated from Data Deficient to Endangered under
the IUCN Red List of Endangered Species. The mangrove horseshoe crab is still listed as Data
Deficient.
The Hong Kong government currently has no specific conservation measures on horseshoe
crabs, and key habitats, such as sandy intertidal flats and mangroves, remain unprotected and
unmanaged giving no protection to the eggs, juvenile, and adult crabs.
Both species of horseshoe crab rely heavily on coastal shores as spawning and nursery grounds
and each has preferred substrate type and sand grain size. At high tide zone, eggs develop and
hatch under certain conditions. Initially, they grow up in the intertidal zone before they move
to the deeper sea to forage after reaching the adult stage. Juveniles may spend 10 years in
shallower coastal habitats before moving offshore as they reach sexual maturity, making them
particularly sensitive to habitat loss (from development) and degradation (from human
activities or pollution).

WHAT WE ARE DOING
WWF is developing proposals for consideration by the government and local communities
for a 800ha horseshoe crab management area at Pak Nai (Fig. 1) and a 50ha special
protection zone at Shui Hau Wan, to regulate clam-digging activities in the outer zone, with
a highly protected area covering the most ecologically-sensitive zone for seasonal closures
(Fig. 2).

Figure 1. Pak Nai recommended zone for horseshoe crab protection and management action.
Figure 2. Shui Hau Wan recommended horseshoe crab protection and management zones.
Pak Nai is one of the few remaining habitats in Hong Kong that supports relatively high
densities of both Chinese horseshoe crab and mangrove horseshoe crab. The area also

supports the most extensive seagrass beds in Hong Kong, a key foraging habitat for juvenile
horseshoe crabs. The intertidal soft shore at Shui Hau Wan is an important spawning and
nursery ground for juvenile Chinese horseshoe crabs. The density of horseshoe crab is
relatively high, however, unregulated human activities, such as clam digging, pose a threat to
juvenile crabs.
On top of conserving the spawning and nursery grounds, WWF will investigate human
exploitation of adult horseshoe crabs in Hong Kong through market surveys and interviews.
We will also work to reduce consumption with public engagement campaigns, and increase
public awareness of horseshoe crab conservation.

OUR ASK
WWF urges the government to list the two horseshoe crab species in Hong Kong, the Chinese
horseshoe crab and mangrove horseshoe crab, as protected under the Wild Animal Protection
Ordinance (Cap170) to prohibit harvesting and trading without authorization. Although
mangrove horseshoe crab is listed as Data Deficient by the IUCN Red List of Endangered
Species, the threats the species faces are similar to that of Chinese horseshoe crab and studies
have shown the mangrove horseshoe crab may be close to local extirpation.
Fisheries and wildlife authorities should implement plans to control clam digging, which
poses a threat to juvenile horseshoe crabs. Measures should also include no-take zones and
partial closures during breeding season, as well as limits on the number of people, gear
restrictions, and awareness-raising activities.
Horseshoe crabs were identified as a priority taxon in the Biodiversity Strategy and Action
Plan for Hong Kong (BSAP) in 2016, however, no species action plan has been published to
date. WWF urges an action and recovery plan for horseshoe crabs to be formulated and
implemented as soon as possible, to facilitate protection through effective marine and
intertidal protected areas and management zones, intertidal use regulations, policy,
legislation, capacity-building, research and monitoring, and public awareness and
engagement.
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