The Atlantic ghost crab

What distinguishes this crustacean, and why is its distribution in decline?

ou may have found crabs in rock pools or

have caught them from the sea using bait on a
fishing line. As a result, you might think that crabs
are aquatic animals. But although the Atlantic ghost
crab shown in this picture is near the sea, the adult
animals are terrestrial, living in burrows that they
dig in the sand. These burrows can be over a metre
deep and are usually above the intertidal zone.
Burrows of old adults have been found in sand
dunes over 300 metres inland from the sea.

Adults are generally active at night and are
omnivores, feeding on shellfish, insects, plant
material and even each other. They can swivel their
prominent, stalked eyes through 360°, giving them
all-round vision. They communicate by hitting

Ghost crab (Ocypode quadrata)

‘www.hoddereducation.co.uk/biologicalsciencesreview

the sand with their large, white claws. Like all crustaceans, the gas exchange
system of the Atlantic ghost crab consists of gills. Although the proportion
of oxygen in air is around 21% and in sea water less than 1%, without the
support of water the crab’s gills collapse, severely reducing its surface area for
gas exchange.

So although adult crabs spend most of their time on land, they are often
seen scuttling to the retreating surf, where they moisten their gills. They also
release their larvae into the sea.

Sadly, human affection for sandy beaches has led to a decline in distribution
of ghost crab populations. Walking and driving vehicles on beaches can crush
the crabs. It also causes compression of the sand, which makes it unsuitable
for burrowing and reduces the crab’s food supply. As a result, populations of
Atlantic ghost crabs are mainly restricted to inaccessible beaches.
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