This large male “bull crab” displays a threatening warning with his enlarged right claw.

Great Blue land crabs are a tasty terror!

Story & Photos By B. Naqqi Manco, Senior Conservation Officer, Turks & Caicos National Trust

They come every year. The spring rains awaken
them and the Islands are subject to the onslaught
of a creepy crustacean invasion. Most welcome
these creatures, but I’'m still working on feeling any-
thing but pure terror.

This invasion is the spring emergence of the
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Great Blue land crabs from their dry season bur-
The Great Blue land crabs (Cardisoma
guanhumi) are well known to the inhabitants of the
less populated islands of Middle and North Caicos,
though can be just as familiar on the more popu-
lated islands of Providenciales and Grand Turk.

rows.



Most visitors to the Turks & Caicos Islands never
have the privilege of meeting a Great Blue land crab.
They’re not common on the most populated islands
because of the culinary fondness that the people of the
Turks & Caicos Islands have for them, and the develop-
ment that has filled in the low-lying areas they need to
live. Whether in the traditional seasonal favourite crab
‘n’ rice, minced in salad, fried in cakes or stewed into
crab-soup ‘n’ dumplings, the emergence of the crabs
with the beginning of the rainy season figures promi-
nently into the menus — and pocketbooks — of many
island people. Due to extensive development and thor-
ough hunting on Providenciales, they are not especially
common there now, though there are still plenty around
in remote areas. But in Middle and North Caicos, where
there are fewer people and a lot more bush where crabs
can live and eat, they are commonly met on warm, moist
nights from May to September.

Met all too commonly for my tastes. I'll expose my
emotions upfront so that it is understood that | am by
no means an unbiased author on this subject. | do not
like land crabs. Why? It isn’t just because their claws are
insanely dangerous and could remove a toe. It isn’t just
because they look like mechanical robot spiders from
Hell. It’s mainly because they are terribly destructive to
gardens. They eat seedling vegetables in my plot. They
ravage my bok choy patch and overturn my potted
plants.

Still, as wild animals, they intrigue me. What were
these crabs, which look like clockwork nightmares,
doing several miles inland in my backyard? Shouldn’t
crabs be at the bottom of the sea, where they can neither
be seen by me nor upset my vegetable patch? Also, |
often wondered where these huge crabs “went” after
September, when they seem to disappear, aside from the
odd stray crab that is seen on the road after unseason-
ably heavy rains in the dry times. Their habits interested
me. So | set out to learn more.

These gigantic crustaceans emerge from deep,
muddy burrows with the warm spring rains in May. The
burrows are usually dug in compacted silt around sali-
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nas and seasonally flooded mangrove ponds or open salt
marshes. Land crabs battle — by pushing and shoving
— for the best real estate, and low areas with plenty of
food and deep muddy silt can have up to 7,500 burrows
per acre. Burrows can be six feet deep, and they are
always dug down to the water table. At the bottom of
each burrow is a chamber that lies flooded with about
half a gallon of water. The water can be fresh, brackish
or salty (sometimes more so than sea water). Land crabs,
like all crabs, have gills. Unlike aquatic crabs that have a
constant flow of water over their gills, a land crab has to
carry its water supplies with it, inside its body. The water
only lasts about 48 hours before it evaporates with the
crab’s breathing action, and so it must be replenished at
least every other day. This is why the crab digs a burrow
down to the water table — to create a private reservoir of
breathing water; a personal respiratory swimming pool
hidden safely underground.

Mostly, Great Blue land crabs prefer to live alone,
though they will sometimes escape from predators by
retreating into burrows that are not their own. Only
mature crabs have the stamina to dig down to the water
table, so young crabs, not yet of breeding age, will often
room with adult crabs. The adult crabs tolerate these
boarders until they are mature.

Adult and immature land crabs emerge from their
burrows in late afternoon when shadows are long and
the worst of the day’s heat has passed. Their favourite
foraging times are dusk and dawn, but they will also
spend all night out when the moon is bright, and they
sometimes venture out on overcast and rainy days. Land
crabs forage for food indiscriminately, though they do
have their favourites. They are mostly vegetarian —
favoured foods include the leaves of red and white man-
groves, buttonwood and purslane. They will also eat
other plants, and will occasionally catch insects and
other small animals, including lizards and snakes. Dead
animals are also welcome feasts, and they are even
known to be cannibalistic. As the crabs forage for these
salt marsh delicacies, they begin putting on weight and
preparing for courtship.
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Male crabs, locally called “bull crabs,” court females
soon after they emerge in May. Male Great Blue land crabs
are larger than females, with longer legs, a brighter blue
hue and one hugely enlarged “biter” or claw. This
enlarged claw’s two “fingers” meet only at the tips, and is
used to wave at other male rivals and occasionally in bat-
tles to turn other males over. Despite its terrifying
appearance, the large claw is less dangerous to people
than the other claw, which is smaller, has a jagged inter-
nal surface and meets along its lengths like a pair of
cutters. Females, which are usually lighter in colour with
rounder bodies, have two such shear-like claws, making
“she-crabs” dangerous pinching machines.

Fertilisation is internal, but when the female lays
eggs, she carries them on the outside of her body,
clutched tight to her belly with a broad, triangular tail.
Female Great Blue land crabs lay large numbers of eggs in
relation to their body size, and can produce egg masses
numbering from 300,000 to 700,000 eggs. The eggs are
brown, gummy, and each about the size of a poppy seed.
Female crabs carrying eggs are locally said to be “with
sponge.” Within two days of laying eggs, the she-crab
must deposit them into the sea, which can mean an
adventurous journey for a crab that may live as far inland
as five miles.

Using the setting sun’s light at the horizon, sensing
ground vibrations, remembering landmarks and feeling
for wind direction, she-crabs with eggs make their way
toward the sea at night, within a few days of the full
moon. At the water’s edge, they “wash sponge” — that is,
release their eggs into the sea water. Female crabs then
return to their inland homes and will breed several more
times in a season if the food supplies in their home terri-
tory allow.

What becomes of the eggs after the she-crab “washes
sponge” was only recently understood. The eggs hatch
into free-swimming larvae that look very little like the
crabs they will someday be. They go first through a phase
of drifting called a zoea, then as they grow and moult,
feeding on other plankton, become an actively swimming
megalops. After 30 to 40 days, the megalops has grown
and moulted enough to go through a final aquatic moult,
and emerge from the sea as a tiny land crab.

The land upon which the tiny crab emerges may not
be its homeland — the planktonic larvae can drift miles on
ocean currents and end up on shores far from where they
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are laid. However, on islands with still lagoons and abun-
dant tidal saltwater creeks intruding into the land (such as
the southern shores of the Caicos Islands), crab larvae
may well end up on the same islands from which their par-
ents came.

This microscope photograph of a crab zoea shows how different
newly hatched crabs appear from what they will one day become.

Young Great Blue land crabs start out life with a
brown body and orange legs, and it takes them four years
to moult enough to reach adult size. These crabs are slow
growing, and they may moult as many as 60 times before
they can reach their maximum size. Moulting is carried
out during inactive seasons, when the weather is dry.
After actively foraging in the warm, wet Turks & Caicos
summers, the Great Blue land crabs seek out their bur-
rows as the dryer winter months approach. By October,
most crabs have not only retired to their burrows, but
have even plugged the entrances with mud to keep out
enemies. Underground in their deep, wet haunts, they
moult. Moulting is a six to ten day process by which the
crabs shed their outer shell so that they can put on a rapid
burst of growth before the new shell hardens. After the
moult, the crabs may remain in their burrows, living off of
stored fats in their bodies, until the next year’s warm
spring rains entice them to emerge and forage again.

When Great Blue land crabs do emerge and forage,
people, and some birds, are waiting for them. In Kew,
North Caicos, “crab season” is heralded by the sounds of
young boys hard at work hammering together scrap ply-
wood and pallets to build crab pens, and the sight of
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Male crabs emerge from their burrows before females, as is indicated by the mostly bull crab population of this early season crab pen.

them walking the roadsides at night with flashlights and
rice sacks. Often, entire families join in the hunt for crabs.
A single crab can sell for three to five dollars locally on
Middle and North Caicos, but can bring as much as seven
dollars when sent air freight to Grand Turk.

Most people prefer to leave town to hunt crab — a
crab found in a settlement may be the same one that was
seen crawling out of a neighbour’s latrine the night
before. A visit to the airports of Middle and North Caicos
in the warm months can often yield the sight of a card-
board box riddled with holes from which the odd leg or
claw pokes, rattling with the sound of tightly packed
crabs scratching around inside, taped securely shut with
handwritten lettering indicating the destination as Grand
Turk or Provo.

Having accompanied friends, both old and young, on
crab hunts | learned that there are a number of methods
people use to avoid the horrible “biters.” A machete can
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be used to press down on the crab’s back before lifting it
by the hind pair of legs or the back of the shell.
Alternatively, a solidly shoed foot can clamp the crab
down while each claw is firmly grasped. Hooks and nets
can also be used, and a dog | once had even learned to
chase crabs out from the bush into the open so his former
owner could catch them. (This dog was a potcake, but due
to his crab hunting prowess, | considered the possibility
of registering a new breed — the Caicos crab-hound!)
But one doesn’t necessarily need a light and a
machete and a bag to hunt crabs — a pickup truck will
replace all other equipment. Drive down any North Caicos
road on a rainy summer night and no doubt you will
encounter a slow-moving pickup truck. It’s not careful
driving, it’s 21st-century crab hunting. Simply sight crabs
in the headlights, blind them with the high beams, jump
out and sling the crab into the bed of the truck. This
method isn’t without its own risks as Great Blue land
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Crab hunting is often a source of pocket money for young gentlemen
in North and Middle Caicos, such as Dion Outten, here displaying a
crab he caught in 2004.

crabs have been known to puncture tyres!

Once the crabs are bagged up (or in the bed of the
pickup truck), they are transferred into the crab pen —
often a clapboard hutch rife with the sound of scratchy
sideways scurries of a hundred pokey feet. Feed the crabs
up with old rice, vegetable peelings . . . pretty much any-
thing (the preferred food for fattening in the Bahamas is
soaked corn), give them a pan of water and you have a
pantry of fresh crabs available indefinitely. Though one
will occasionally find a she-crab carrying sponge in a crab
pen, most gravid females are left alone. Crab hunters
understand that those thousands of eggs need to get to
the sea in order to replenish populations for future gen-
erations. Nonetheless, some old timers enjoy the taste of
crab eggs roasted in fire!

Most crabs will end up as crab ‘n’ rice, though there
are a multitude of dishes made from crab. The crab’s fat
reserves are used to flavour rice dishes and the meat in
the claws and upper leg segments can be steamed and
picked out to make crab salad or crab cakes. Only the
shell and guts are discarded. The meat from the tips of
the legs is excellent fishing bait. Crabs happened upon
out of season will occasionally be eaten, but they are not
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popular because they lack the fat reserves of in-season
crab.

It is not only humans who pursue these delicacies.
The crab’s number one enemy is the Yellow Crowned
Night Heron, locally called the gaulin. Gaulins strike the
back shell of a crab with a stout, sharp beak, puncturing
the crab’s nerve centre and stunning it. They then eat the
legs, smash the claws and shell against rocks and devour
the innards. Night herons can’t digest crab shells, and
spit them back up in a mosaic-like pellet. Finding a crab
shell with a half-inch hole through it is proof that a gaulin
has been eating well in the area. During the winter,
gaulins have to hunt ghost crabs on the beach and the
young black and orange colored Great Blue land crabs,
locally called “kittykee,” as they emerge from the sea. But
during crab season, gaulins eat as well as the people do.

Crab season is defined, in the Turks & Caicos Islands,
by the crabs. There is currently no legal open or closed
season for crab hunting, and there is no bag limit. In
Florida, crab season is open only when they are not repro-
ducing — from 1 November until 30 June the following
year — and there is a strict bag limit of 20 crabs per per-
son per day. In some areas of the Bahamas, crab
replenishment areas have been created where hunting is
prohibited, to ensure abundant future stocks. At this
time, Great Blue land crabs remain plentiful in the Turks
& Caicos Islands.

Great Blue land crabs aren’t the only land crab hunted
in the Islands. The Black land crab, known in the Antilles as
the Mountain crab Gecarcinas ruricola is said to have a
sweeter taste than the blue land crab, though it has less
meat and fat and is therefore more work to prepare. The
smaller Rainbow crabs Gecarcinas lateralis zoom swiftly
along the sand dunes, though are too small to be worth
eating. Likewise the well known Soldier or Hermit crabs
Coenobita clypeatus make better pets than they do dinner.

The Great Blue land crabs, though, are most numer-
ous . .. and most coveted. Recently, | knew | had a Great
Blue in my garden when | saw the damage to my hot pep-
per plants and the telltale scratchety feet tracks in the
soil. | knew it was hiding under a piece of plywood. So |
picked up the plywood. Ugh! Not one horrible windup
mechanical vindictive spider robot. Three! | dropped the
wood; I'd need reinforcements. | grabbed my garden
trowel and donned my flip-flops because one can’t go into
battle unprotected. | lifted the plywood. | stomped and






Well-known environmental activist Dr. David Suzuki gave the keynote speech at the 10th Sustainable Tourism Conference held in
Providenciales this spring.

Environmental activist shares his concern and solutions.
By Eric Salamanca, Ph.D., Scientific Officer, DECR

Dr. David Suzuki, Canadian geneticist, best-selling
author and television host, is considered one of the
most vocal environmental activists in the world. He
delivered the keynote speech, “The Way We See the
World Shapes the Way We Treat It,” at the 10th
Sustainable Tourism Conference organized by the
Caribbean Tourism Organization (CTO) and held in
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Providenciales from April 28 to May 2, 2008.

Dr. Suzuki pleaded with delegates “to minimize
our footprint on the Earth before it is too late.” He
challenged the Caribbean heads of state and other
delegates in attendance not to sacrifice the future
of humankind for short-term economic gains and
political aggrandizement.



Offereing a simple and comprehensible definition of
sustainability, Dr. Suzuki said, “Sustainability is about liv-
not

ing within and compromising

opportunities for future generations.” In the recent

our means

decade, he went on to say, “ . . . sustainability is finally
being taken seriously by governments and corporations.”
Many countries have enacted environment-friendly legis-
lation and non-government organizations (NGOs) and
business enterprises alike promote environment-friendly
activities and products. He noted that it was important to
determine the “carrying capacity” of certain things to
avoid the trap of doing too much or extracting resources
beyond renewable limits at the expense of future gener-
ations.

Dr. Suzuki stated that he believes that island people
understand their limits and that their resources are finite.
The twin crises of ecological degradation and falling oil
supplies will have massive repercussions for all countries,
but none more so than those of the Caribbean, and espe-
cially for the tourism industry which is the main source of
income for Caribbean small island states.

“In the 3.9 billion years that life has existed on earth,
we are the first species capable of such destructive power
that we are changing the biological, physical and chemi-
cal features of the planet on a geological scale.” Dr.
Suzuki, in part, blamed unchecked growth and unrealistic
economic expectations for the threat the Earth faces
today.

The Union of Concerned Scientists issued a document
in 1992 outlining their views on environmental issues for
the (then) coming decade. It was signed by over 1,500 of
the world’s top scientists representing 69 nations from
around the glob, and included each of the 12 most pop-
ulous nations and the 19 largest economic powers. Their
findings included these six most critical environmental
issues:

1) The Atmosphere — Stratospheric ozone depletion
threatens us with enhanced ultra-violet radiation at the
earth’s surface, damaging or lethal to many life forms. Air
pollution at ground level and acid precipitation already
cause widespread injury to forests and crops.

2) Water resources — Exploitation of ground water sup-
plies endangers food production and other essential
human systems. Heavy demands on the world’s surface
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From top: This is one of the few small land areas attached to
ChalkSound National Park on Providenciales. It is mostly water. Below
is the same area after an illegal land clearance and dumping event.

waters have resulted in serious shortages in 80 countries.
Pollution of rivers, lakes and ground water further limits
the supply.

3) The Oceans — Destructive pressure on the oceans is
severe, particularly in the coastal regions which produce
most of the world’s food fish. The total marine catch is
now at or above the estimated maximum sustainable
yield. Some fisheries have already shown signs of col-
lapse.

4) The Soil — Loss of soil productivity is a widespread by-
product of current practices in agriculture and animal
husbandry. Since 1945, 11% of the earth’s vegetated sur-
face has been degraded — an area larger than India and
China combined.

5) Forests — Tropical rain forests, as well as tropical and
temperate dry forests, are being destroyed rapidly. With
them go large numbers of plant and animal species.

6) Living Species — The irreversible loss of species, which
by 2100 may reach 1/3 of all species now living, is espe-
cially serious. Genetic diversity of lifeforms gives
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robustness to the world’s biological systems and to the
astonishing beauty of the earth itself.

A great change in stewardship of the earth and the life
on it is required if vast human misery is to be avoided and
our global home on this planet is not to be irretrievably
mutilated.

Five inextricably linked areas must be addressed simulta-
neously:

1) We must bring environmentally damaging activities
under control to restore and protect the integrity of the
earth’s systems we depend on.

2) We must manage resources crucial to human welfare
more effectively.

3) We must stabilize population.

4) We must reduce and eventually eliminate poverty.

Acting on this recognition is not altruism, but enlight-
ened self-interest: whether industrialized or not, we all
have but one lifeboat. No nation can escape from injury
when global biological systems are damaged. No nation
can escape from conflicts over increasingly scarce
resources.

A new ethic is required — a new attitude towards dis-
charging our responsibility for caring for ourselves and
for the earth. We must recognize the earth’s limited
capacity to provide for us. We must recognize its fragility.
This ethic must motivate a great movement, convince
reluctant leaders and reluctant governments and reluc-
tant peoples themselves to effect the needed changes.

“Over half of the planet’s forests are gone and in 30
years we may have no large, intact forests left,” Dr. Suzuki
stated. “An estimated 50,000 species become extinct
every year and the oceans are being depleted. Every large
commercial marine species has been reduced by 90%. If
this continues there will be no commercially useful fish
species by 2048.”

Despite the challenges, Dr. Suzuki praised the dele-
gates for their efforts to address the environmental issues
at the conference and offered hope for a brighter future.
“Are there solutions? Absolutely,” he said. “We’ve just for-
gotten the most important lesson. We are animals,
connected to the rest of nature. Like other animals, we
need clean air, water, food — all the elements — to sur-
vive. We need to focus on our eco-footprint today. The
way we see the world shapes the way we treat it.” &
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Story & Photos By Roddy Mcl.eod, DECR
Environmental Officer/ Research Assistant

A life for the typical snake in the Turks & Caicos
Islands might not be the most exciting — sunning on a
rock, climbing a tree and maybe once or twice a month
catching a mouse to eat, then spending the next few
weeks sleeping and digesting. But for Harley, the past
short while has been full of excitement.

After his surgery, Harley is helping the DECR teach visitors about
TCI’s harmless snakes.

Saturday, April 5, 2008 started much like any other
day. Harley was still only starting to digest the meal he
had caught recently and he had planned to lie around
lazily. Unfortunately for Harley, he was interrupted by
the horrific noise of an excavator. As soon as the con-
struction workers noticed the snake inside the hole
they all started screaming and hollering.

Sadly, for too many of us, our first thought is to kill
a snake when we see one. But luckily Arnold Salamanca
heard the screaming and rushed to investigate where
he made it just in time. “No! No! Don’t kill it, | will take
it to the DECR.”

Although Harley made it out alive, he did not get
away unscathed. The bulldozer had left Harley with a
large cut in the side of his neck.

Harley was brought to the DECR first thing Monday
morning and put into my hands and the rest of the
Scientific Unit. As soon as the lid was lifted off the box,
Harley’s scales rippled with a rainbow shine. He was
beautiful. It was obvious where the Rainbow Boa
species gets its name. Found only in the Turks & Caicos



Islands, Rainbow Boas
(Epicrates chrysogaster) are on
the world-wide list of endan-
gered species.

The DECR contacted Dr.
Mark Woodring of Woodring |
Veterinary Services in Neptune
Plaza and later that week, Mark
was more than willing to help
Harley get stitched up. As mem-
bers of the DECR staff held the
four foot long snake, Mark
worked his magic. As soon as
his surgery was over, Harley
was already making friends
with  those  passing by.
Unfortunately, Harley
someone not so friendly.

met

“Why would you want to help it?” the woman asked.
The question stunned the DECR staff. “Well, why would
someone help you?” “Oh that’s different,” she replied,
“I’'m human.” Remember that Harley, and all snakes in
the TCI, are God’s creatures like we are. None of the
native snakes we have in our Islands are venomous and
if we just leave them alone, they pose no threat to us at
all.

Now during his healing period, Harley is working with
the DECR to help teach visitors about snakes in the
Turks & Caicos Islands. His favourite line? “What would
you rather have, one harmless snake that you hardly
ever see or 50 rats and mice in your yard?” &
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Marlon Hibbert (left) and Roddy McLeod (right) assist Dr. Mark
Woodring in stitching up Harley’s 3" gash.
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Story & Photos By Eric Salamanca, DECR science officer

How much of the garbage that you throw away would you
say is organic? For some of us, it can be up to 90%. You may
think that your garbage is just that, useless trash, but all those
egg shells, bones, used coffee grounds and fruit and vegetable
peels contain loads of valuable nutrients that all living things
need to survive.

All this organic material we throw away every day is getting
wasted at the dump. Join the latest “Green” trend and put it into
a compost pile, instead of a garbage bin.

Recently a gentleman from Kew Town, Providenciales came
to us at the DECR offices, asking for advice about his struggling
compost pile. After talking with him we uncovered a few possi-
ble problems and were able to give some solutions and ideas.

Our Islands have a fairly unique climate and since most
composting information comes from the temperate northern
areas, it is not always relevant. Generally, we should remember
three main things: aeration, moisture and temperature.

Like all living things, the bacteria within the compost that

The author turns the compost in the experimental compost
need to breathe. So proper aeration of the compost pile is key. heap at DECR headquarters.

break down the materials into more useful organic components

Using a shovel or pitchfork to stir and flip the material around regularly allows fresh oxygen to get to the bacteria.

Keeping the correct moisture level can be difficult in our climate but gently watering the pile can help. The bac-
teria need some moisture so they can use the organic molecules. Remember that the word is “moist” and not
“soaked”. Too much water can prevent the micro-organisms from getting enough oxygen, and that would slow the
process. Too much water can also leach the nutrients from the pile. Keeping the pile in an area away from strong
breezes will also help cut down on the drying effects of evaporation.

The biggest difficulty we may have here in the Turks & Caicos Islands is maintaining the correct temperature
range. ldeally we want 32-60°C (90-140°F). Too low a temperature and the micro-organisms will slow down or
become dormant; too high a temperature and the decomposition will slow again or you can even kill the micro-
organisms. Keeping the compost shaded can help regulate the temperature and prevent it from getting too high.
Shading the pile can also prevent the sun from overdrying it, as well as shelter it from rain that can soak the pile
and leach out the nutrients.

Here are a few more tips to help get your compost working and working well:

- Cow or horse manure is likely to already have the correct bacteria for decomposition in it, so mixing a little
manure into your pile can help speed up the process and add further nutrients.

- Shredding your organic waste into smaller pieces will give it more surface area so it can decompose quicker.

- An unpleasant odour can be a sign of two things — either poor aeration or an imbalance between the carbon
and nitrogen ratio with too much nitrogen in the pile. Meats and bones are the main contributors of nitrogen into
your compost. Plant matter, like dried leaves and salad remains, is a good contributor of carbon. You want a ratio
of about 100 pounds of carbon material to 3-4 pounds of nitrogen material.

- Good luck with your composting efforts. Everything we can do to make our Island soils more fertile will benefit
us as gardeners and growers. #
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