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INTRODUCTION
The present work was carried out in the framework of the CatchUpFish project (Development of innovative
methodologies for the sustainable exploitation of biological resources in the Lesina lagoon, PO FEAMP, Apulia
Region) and describe part of the results obtained during the operational phase of the Task 1.4 of the WP1. The main
objective of the Task 1.4 was to reduce the high mortality rates of the by-catch and evaluate the possibility of
maintaining in a semi-closed aquaculture system the undersized individuals of species of commercial interests
accidentally caught by fishing gears (specimens of Anguilla anguilla, L.1758; and Chelon sp).
The semi-closed aquaculture system was built on land and characterized by 5 rectangular buried ponds (with an
average area of ca. 100 m2 ) filled with water pumped from the adjacent Lesina lagoon.

Beside this, the fishermen concern about the ever-increasing numbers of blue crab specimens causing damage to
fishing gear and to commercial catches led us to look for possible ways of deal with such a problem. As a matter of
fact, in the context of the Lesina lagoon, C. sapidus represents an invasive species with an impact on the fishing sector,
however, it also represents an underestimated resource.
Indeed, in native temperate areas, this species supports important fisheries, and for well over 100 years specimens of
blue crabs are caught to be consumed both as hard- or soft-shell crab. If captured soon after moulting, while still bearing
an unconsolidated exoskeleton, the entire body of the animal can be consumed and represent a real delicacy.

OBJECTIVE

Fishermen of Lesina lagoon consider the species a nuisance, given its high abundance, null economic value,
ability to tear nets and, once captured, to eats or damages fishes of commercial value

A possible solution to the increasing number of individuals observed during the last year could be the exploitation of specimens during
their moulting phase, promoting its consumption as soft-shell crab.
Therefore, a pilot experiment was carried out by selecting some individuals accidentally caught by gillnets, with the general aim of
introducing technical and managemental knowledge for the control, promotion, and sustainable use of this resource at local level.
The main objective of the experiment was to assess the reliability of the macroscopic signs indicative of the pre-moulting phase of C.
sapidus, such as the line along the inner edges of the last two flattened sections of the last pereiopod (swimming legs). Moreover our
intent was to test the reliability of the ‘floating boxes’ technique used to maintain crabs during the pre-moult stage in the Lesina lagoon
context.

The Greek root of the name of the Atlantic blue crab Callinectes sapidus
(Rathbun, 1896) are the words ‘Calli- = beautiful’, ‘-nectes = swimmer’
and ‘sapidus = savory’, as suggested from the etymology, the ‘savory
swimmer’ is a swimming crab belonging to the family Portunidae well
known for the quality and taste of its meat.
Native to the coastal habitat of the western Atlantic, from the southern
Canadian coast to the northern regions of Argentina, the blue crabs is a
eurythermal and euryhaline species found in estuaries, lagoons and
confined marine environments.
Invasive Alien Species
Since the first record in Europe (1948 and possibly since 1935 in the
Aegean Sea), when it was most likely introduced through ballast waters,
the species has spread throughout the Mediterranean Sea and, to date, is
considered an Invasive Alien Species.
High fecundity, strong swimming capacity and aggressive behaviours may
be the traits that contributed to the establishment of populations in several
European transitional environment, such as the Lesina lagoon, where since
the first record (2007), increased abundance has been reported by the local
small scale fishery.

Life Cycle

MATERIALS AND METHODS

• During July 2020, 18 polyethylene floating boxes were installed inside one pond of the semi-closed system. Each box was modified by
placing two protective net sheets in order to create 3 separate chambers (25 cm X 25 cm) where each crab was kept individually, preventing
predation and cannibalism. The experiment last one month, during which the selected specimens were monitored three times a day in order to
remove moulted or dead crabs
• 50 specimens of C. sapidus, accidentally caught in gillnets by the fishermen of Lesina, were selected by visual inspection and divided into 5
groups (as shown in the results).
• Carapace Width and Length, as well as the Wet weight and sex were detected before and after moulting.

RESULTS
The groups were defined in relation to the presence of the line and to the colour intensity showed in the pereiopodium.

Life cycle encompasses different habitats: 1. Ovigerous Females; 2. Eggs;
3. Zoea; 4. Megalops; 5. Juveniles; 6. Moulting; 7. Adult Males; 8. Mating

Moulting
In order to grow, crabs need to moult, that means to renew the entire
exoskeleton. To do this, they enter a pre-moulting phase which consists in
the swelling of the body and the rupture of the carapace. Once it has come
out of the old 'shell', the animal begins to harden the new carapace using
the calcium present in the water.
In the post-moult phase, that is, before having solidified the new
exoskeleton, they are 'soft' and represent a real delicacy and moreover, the
yield in terms of the amount of edible meat is much higher.
The pre-moulting conditions in the blue crab in particular are
indicated by specific physical changes of specific portions of the body.

CONCLUSIONS

Control = no sign
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➢ The current invasion of the blue crab offers the possibility of
identifying new policies on the exploitation and selling of a product
whose commercial value has long been recognized outside the
European continent.
➢ In Lesina lagoon there’s a potential of turning the blue crab in a
more valuable resource. Producing soft-shell crabs together with
the selective fishing of individuals, could be a useful approach for
the diversification of the product, and for the control of the species.
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77,5 % of the individuals showing the pre-moulting sign successfully moulted
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