HORSESHOE CRABS AND
THE BIOMEDICAL INDUSTRY...Know the Truth
Frequently Asked Questions
 What makes a horseshoe crabs’ blood so special?
Horseshoe crab blood carries factors that react to antigens found on and in gramnegative bacteria walls by forming a clot around it. The clot isolates the bacteria,
and protects the crab from infection. The blood also begins a healing process
similar to ours where we form a clot, a scab, and eventually wounds heal.

 What makes LAL so important?
7KH/$/WHVWLVWKHPRVWVHQVLWLYHDFFXUDWHDQGFRVWHHFWLYHWHVWRQWKHPDUNHW
WRGD\WRGHWHFWFRQWDPLQDWLQJHQGRWR[LQV7KLVWHVWZDVȴUVWOLFHQVHGE\WKH)'$
in the 1970s, and is now the gold standard. It can detect endotoxin in the parts per
ELOOLRQ7KDWȇVOLNHȴQGLQJDJUDLQRIVDQGLQDQ2O\PSLFVZLPPLQJSRRO3ULRUWR
LAL, rabbits were used to test for endotoxins by injecting the rabbit with sample of
the product being manufactured and waiting two or three days to see if the rabbit
developed a fever. Hundreds of thousands of rabbits were required to be held
and utilized this way. LAL based assays replaced this test with one that is more
KXPDQHPRUHDFFXUDWHFRVWHHFWLYHDQGFDQJLYHUHVXOWVLQDWHVWWXEHLQDERXW
DQKRXU7KHUHDUHYHU\IHZSHRSOH\RXDUHOLNHO\WRPHHWLQ\RXUOLIHWLPHZKRKDYH
QRWEHQHȴWHGIURPDEDFWHULDOHQGRWR[LQVWHVW

 What types of things are tested with the blood?
7KH)'$KDVPDQGDWHG LWLVWKHODZ WKDWDOOLQMHFWDEOHRULQGZHOOLQJPDWHULDOVPXVW
be tested for endotoxin contamination before being released for sale. This is to
SURWHFWWKHSXEOLFIURPSURGXFWVWKDWDUHQRWVXɝFLHQWO\IUHHRIPDWHULDOVWKDWFDQ
PDNHDSDWLHQWLOOIURPH[SRVXUHWRJUDPQHJDWLYHFHOOZDOOPDWHULDOΖIHQGRWR[LQ
HQWHUV\RXUEORRGVWUHDPLWFDQPDNH\RXVLFNDQGSRVVLEO\HYHQNLOO\RX6RWKH
WHVW ZH PDQXIDFWXUH LV XVHG IRU PHGLFDO GHYLFHV VXFK DV NQHH UHSODFHPHQWV
VWHQWVKHDUWYDOYHVLQWUDYHQRXVVROXWLRQVDQGGUXJVDQGYDFFLQHVOLNHFKLOGKRRG
LPPXQL]DWLRQV LQVXOLQ ȵX YDFFLQH DQG FKHPRWKHUDS\ GUXJV WR QDPH D IHZ
Anything injected or implanted into the human body must be free of endotoxin.

 I have read somewhere crab blood is worth
$15,000 a quart? Is that true?

Absolutely not. This is a myth sensationalized by some media. Manufacturing LAL
which is made from the white blood cells of horseshoe crabs, is a complex process
WKDWLVUHJXODWHGE\WKH)'$DQGPXVWEHGRQHXQGHUH[WUHPHO\FOHDQFRQGLWLRQV
A typical LAL test costs less than $20. In terms of the impact it has had on human
health and safety, it is safe to say it has saved many lives and is therefore priceless.

 Where do the crabs you bleed come from?
Most of the crabs that come to our facility are from Massachusetts waters,
9LQH\DUG 6RXQG 1DQWXFNHW 6RXQG DQG %X]]DUGV %D\ )LVKHUPDQ FDWFK WKHP D
QXPEHU RI GLHUHQW ZD\V EXW PXVW IROORZ VWULFW UHJXODWLRQV RQ VL]H QXPEHU RI
crabs harvested, and quota management.

 What can I do?
Water quality and human development are major threats to all fragile ecosystems such as the embayments where horseshoe
FUDEVUHSURGXFHDQGJURZ'R\RXUSDUWLQPLWLJDWLQJWKHLPSDFWKXPDQVKDYHRQZDWHUTXDOLW\DQGEHDFKHURVLRQΖI\RXHYHU
see a crab upside down on the beach, gently roll it over and return it to the water. And remember, the next time you or a loved
RQHUHFHLYHVDQLQMHFWLRQΖ9RULPSODQWEHVXUHWRWKDQNDKRUVHVKRHFUDE

 How does the process of bleeding the crabs work?
7KH SURFHVV LV YHU\ VLPLODU WR ZKHQ SHRSOH GRQDWH EORRG 7KH FUDEV DUH FKHFNHG IRU JRRG KHDOWK SODFHG LQ D YHU\ FOHDQ
laboratory where we disinfect a portion of the shell, and carefully insert a sterile needle. We collect excess blood from a sinus
in the dorsal aspect of the crab’s body, just under the shell. The way the crabs are held limits the blood that can be harvested
WRWKHGRUVDOVLQXV7KHPDMRULW\RIWKHEORRGZKLFKLVLQWKHJLOODUHDVLVXQWRXFKHG6WXGLHVKDYHVKRZQWKDWWKHFUDEVWROHUDWH
this process very well and the overwhelming majority survives.

 What threats face the horseshoe crabs today? Are they endangered?
/LNHDQ\VHDFUHDWXUHKRUVHVKRHFUDEVDUHGHSHQGHQWRQDVXLWDEOHHQYLURQPHQWLQZKLFKWROLYHDQGUHSURGXFH:DWHUTXDOLW\
LVDQLPSRUWDQWIDFWRUDVLVKDYLQJVXLWDEOHEHDFKHVLQZKLFKWROD\WKHLUHJJV)HUWLOL]HUVVHSWLFV\VWHPVDQGRWKHUIRUPVRI
SROOXWLRQFDQJUHDWO\UHGXFHWKHTXDOLW\RIZDWHURQZKLFKWKHFUDEVGHSHQG6HDZDOOVULSUDSDQGMHWWLHVFDQPDQLSXODWHWKH
QDWXUDOPRYHPHQWRIVDQGRQEHDFKHVDQGDHFWVSDZQLQJKDELWDW%HDFKQRXULVKPHQWWKHSUDFWLFHRIEULQJLQJLQWUXFNORDGV
RIVDQGWREHDFKHVWRUHSOHQLVKZKDWȇVORVWRUPDNHWKHPORRNQLFHFDQEXU\PLOOLRQVRIHJJVEHIRUHWKH\KDWFKLIQRWFDUHIXOO\
WLPHG&UDEVDUHDOVRXVHGDVEDLWIRUFRQFKDQGHHOVZKLFKLVDQRWKHUVRXUFHRIPDQPDGHPRUWDOLW\&UDEVLQWKH8QLWHG6WDWHV
are regulated and monitored carefully. They are not endangered, in fact, in many areas populations are growing considerably.
ΖQRWKHUSDUWVRIWKHZRUOGWKH\DUHYLFWLPVRISROOXWLRQDQGKXPDQNLQGȇVGHYHORSPHQWRIFRDVWDODUHDVDQGDUHQRWVRFORVHO\
monitored.

 What does ACC do to support conservation?
$&&KDVDOZD\VSURPRWHGDQGSUDFWLFHGDFDWFKDQGUHOHDVHȴVKHU\ZKHUHWKHRYHUZKHOPLQJPDMRULW\RIFUDEVVXUYLYHWKH
SURFHVVRIEORRGH[WUDFWLRQ:HZRUNFORVHO\ZLWKȴVKHUPHQDQGUHJXODWRUVWRPLQLPL]HWKHLPSDFWZHPD\KDYHRQFUDE
populations. ACC was instrumental in creating a minimum size limit for crabs to ensure only mature crabs are collected, and
KHOSVWRNHHSDELRPHGLFDORQO\ȴVKHU\LQ3OHDVDQW%D\0$ZKHUHDOOWKHFUDEVFROOHFWHGDUHUHOHDVHG:HKDYHVXSSRUWHG
FRQVHUYDWLRQHRUWVWKDWLQFOXGHWKHXVHRIEDLWEDJVGHFUHDVHGFDWFKOLPLWVDQGDSURKLELWDWLRQRQȴVKLQJIRUFUDEVDURXQG
SHDNVSDZQLQJSHULRGV:HDOVRSDUWLFLSDWHLQWKH0DVVDFKXVHWWVȊUHQWDFUDESURJUDPȋZKHUHFUDEVGHVWLQHGIRUXVHDVEDLW
DUHEURXJKWWRRXUIDFLOLW\ȴUVW7KLVKHOSVWROLPLWWKHRYHUDOOLPSDFWRQFUDEVDQGLVXQLTXHWR0DVVDFKXVHWWV$&&WDNHVSDUW
LQWKH$WODQWLF6WDWHV0DULQH)LVKHULHV&RPPLVVLRQ $60)& +RUVHVKRH&UDEDGYLVRU\ERDUGZKHUHZHKHOSHGGHYHORSWKH%HVW
0DQDJHPHQW3UDFWLFHV %03V IRUWKHLQGXVWU\:HDOVRFROOHFWGDWDIRUWKHUHJXODWRUVIURPHYHU\FUDEWKDWHQWHUVRXUIDFLOLW\
ZKLFKLVLQYDOXDEOHWRXQGHUVWDQGLQJSRSXODWLRQG\QDPLFV0RVWUHFHQWO\$&&KDVLPSOHPHQWHGDRQHRIDNLQGVXVWDLQDELOLW\
project where we can create juvenile crabs in-vitro and release them to the wild.

 What information should more people know about horseshoe crabs?
Horseshoe crabs and their ancestors have been on this planet for somewhere around 400 million years, and have survived
mass extinctions. They are not harmful, don’t sting, bite or try to do us any harm. Remember when you see a horseshoe crab
VKHOOZDVKHGXSRQWKHEHDFKLWLVOLNHO\DPROWDQGQRWDGHDGFUDE&UDEVFDQRQO\JURZE\VKHGGLQJWKHLUVKHOOVDQGJURZLQJ
ODUJHURQHV2OGVKHOOVDUHGLVFDUGHGDQGPDQ\EHDFKFRPEHUVZRUU\FUDEVDUHG\LQJZKHQWKH\DUHUHDOO\MXVWJURZLQJXS(YHQ
as recently as the 1950s crabs were destroyed by the tens of thousands by people on Cape Cod and elsewhere fearing they
ZHUHKDUPIXOWRVKHOOȴVKEHGVRUIRUXVHDVIHUWLOL]HUDQGSLJIRRGΖQIDFWWKH\DUHXVHIXOIRUVKHOOȴVKHUPDQE\KHOSLQJWRWLOO
DQGNHHSVHGLPHQWDHUDWHG7KH\DUHDQLPSRUWDQWSDUWRIWKHLQWHUQDWLRQDOHFRV\VWHP

