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TNTRODUCTION

Scylla serraùa, lrnown Ln AustrelLa as the rrmud. crabrr is the
largest of the Austral-lan portunid.s l-n terms of bulk and. I's
greatly sought after as food.. Du¡in9 196r-66 tbe AustralLan
catch, mainly from Queensland., exceed.ed 2681000 pounds in weight
(Australian Fisheries Newsletter, March, 1967). This large Ind.o-

Pacific swinming crab has been includ.ed. in the New Zealand. faunal
Iíst since 1865 (Oeft ß6+). Since tben, however, the specieft

has not been record.ed. in New Zealand. until Dell reporteô some

seven species from the north-easüern coast of the Norüb Island..
Accord.ing to Stephenson and. Campbell (1960) S. senata

occÌrrs j-n Australia from central Queensland. to northern New South

Wa1es. It li-ves in nud.d.y estuaries lined. with mangroves t

penetrates upstream into waters of very low salinity, and. occurs
d.own to four fathoms in the open sê8.. New Zealand. specimens have

been coll-ected. fron sinilar areas in Northland., mostly by netting.
In d.iscussing the significance of the recent New Zealand.

occurrence of E-:__ESryþ, DeIl (19æ) d.ismisses the theory that
species has been present in'snall numbers but has remained'

rr¡noticed. in northern New Zealand.. Since a la:rge percentage of
our total crab fauna shows relatj.onshj-p with Australia and. have

probably been d.erived. from there, DeIl tLinks it nost likely that
the present specimens represent a recent invasion from that
country elther in a larval f orm or as ad-ults.

The establishnent of S. serrata in New Zealand. is of more

passS-ng interest in view of the'economic potential of these crabs.
Dr Powell of Auckland. Muser¡m ind.icated. (persr colut.) ttrat S. sêr-
rata had. established itself in Northland. judging from the nu-mber

of reports of catches but snggested. that these edible crabs may

have suffered. rather heavily at the hand.s of Northland. a¡nateur

fishermen. DelIrs remarks on the establishment of S. semata
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1n New Zealand. nay be sumnarised. thus:-

1. Fron the recent occurrences the species is obviously
established. tenporarily 1n mod.erate nunbers over a fairly wid.e

area.

2. the question of its ulti¡nate establishment d.epend.s upon
whether the species manages to breed. successfulJ.y.

,. Some d.egree of protection nay be required. if it is considered.
d.esirab'Ie to establish thls crab iu New Zealand..

This investigatÍon was inltiated to contrlbute more
informaüion on the occurrence of S. serrata ln Northland. and. to
d.iscover if it is successfully breed.lng.

The wrl-ter has had. some experÍence ln catching nud crabs 1n
the Fiji Is1and.s. Here this specimen is not usually lsrown to
burrow. During d.aytine they are taken tangled. in nets and.

frequently clf-nging to line baits. the cornnerclal caüch ls nad.e

at night. Fijian fishermen look for mud. crabs at river mouths
and. coasts fringed with mangroves and. recognise this crabrs
typical habit of sinking, when d.isturbed., into soft mud. or'Eand
at waterrs ed.ge. These fisbermen are nost ad.ept at taking these
crabs with bare hand.s, and. tying thelr cl-aws with material
sinilar to flax, after which they are sold. alive on the local
markets. A small quantity is now being exported. fresh from X'iJi
to the United. States of America.

Both conrnercial and. amateur fishermen, operating along the
east coast of Northland. urere contacted. and. as much i.nformation as
posslble was obtained. about the occurrence of S. semata. From
these reports prospective areas for field. work were deternined,
and. ad.d.resses of ind.j-vid.ua1s Iike1y to provid-e further asslstance
were conpiled.. Photographs of S. semata were distributed. falrly
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wid.ely and a specimen obtained from Australia was show¡r to all
from whom f sought information.

A' ?l-yard. net (2-fnch streüch nesh wf.ngs anct f-1ncb. stretcb
mesh bas) was used. as a set net and. for beach sef.ning. llbo
craypots were used. in Otaha EstuarXr. tr'or night work an elecùrlc
torch, hanil net and. spear were used..

. The period. of investigation in tbe flerd. extended. from
lVtb of February t111 26t}r tr'ebruary , 1967.

IMTESTIGÀTTON AREAEI RESULTS

The areas in Northland. chosen for investigation were as
follows:- Kerikeri Inlet, Otaha RÍver estuary, Awanui Harbour,
Utau¡i and. Paroa Bays (near Russell) and lValma and. Onanaia Rivers
(ttokianga Harbour).

The factors influencing the choice of these areas includ-ed.,
reports of sightings or catches of nud. crab, the existence of
habitat si-milar to those d.escribed. as its main habitat Ln
Australla, and. assistance promised by local resid.ents includ.ing
commercial fishermen.

IGRTICERT TNLET, Bay of Island.s, (Map.t) was chosen because of
its nangrove coastline and. because of two reported. specfmens tal<en
Ln this region. 0n fr¡rther investigation one of these was for¡nd.
to have been taken ln the Otaha River estuary but this preserved.
specimen is d.isplayed. ln Kerikerí. (More information concerning
these specimens are d.isprayed below). Kerikeri was used. as a
base to investigate both the Otaha and Takou Rlver estuaries.

The mangrove swa.mps around. Kerikerl are extremely d.ÍfficuLt
areas to traverse by foot and. hence a d.lnghy was used. to exanine
the coastline at nlght. For¡r hor¡rs were spent wl-th a torch and.

hand. net in the region of Kapiro Road. Jetty and. Kerlkerl RLver.

AND
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the rocly sancl foreshore at the end. of Kerikeri Inlet Road. was

slnilarly searched.. Numerous snall crabs were collected. above

the wat.erline but none bore anðr resemblance wb.atsoever to
S. serrata. Ihe net was set all night but dicl not catch a:ay

crustacea at all.

OflAHA RMR ESÎUART (Map.2) One female specimen has been record.ed.

from thls âr.ê8. The mouth of the river consists of cleant firm
san¿ but 5O0 yards uþstrean marìgrove swalnp provid.es a goocl habttat
for S. serrata. {[wo small crayfish pots with ftlleted snapBer
as baltr âs well as the net were Set overnight at the points
lnd.icated. on the nap. 1[he crayfish pots dld not catch an¡r fauna
at all white the net prod.uced. only a few tripterygiang.

TAKOU RI\IER ESTUARY (Map.2) A large mud, crab was taken here durLng

March | 19æ. Both banks of thts estuary, consisttng of fLrn sand

except in some area6 wb,ere mangroves are beconlng establiehed.r were

examined. cluring the hours of d.arkn€ss. lhe seine net was dragged.

at nlne pJ-aces in the estuarXr. No mud. crab was encountered..

RUSSELL (Map.l) One specimen from Rr¡ssell ïVharf was reported by
DeII (19æ). VarÍous fishermeû and resld.ents interviewed. d.id. not
know who had. taken this crab but they did. have knowled.ge of
large crab claws washed. u.p on the local beaches. The mangrove

swamps at Utar¡rl Bay wae examined. at nlght and. the net was set
overnight without success. A commerclal sLze seine net was used.

at Paroa Bay and. these collected. teleosts onl/.

AIJYAI,IUI HARSOIIR (¡¡ap.4) This large harbor¡r 1s almost entfrely

I

fringed wlth mengrovee a¡d at
fron thls area, lnclud.ing one

Print Creek region (Kal-nar,rnau)

Ieaet three specimens sr'g knowû

female. Nlght examinatLons of
and. the nouth of the Awanui Rlver
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were caxried out vithout success. Neùti-ng in the KaBlti Cbannel
between the nouüh of Awanui Rlver and. Okatakataka leland. also
proved. futÍIe. Set net at Print Creek (Kainaunau)r. prod.uced. Bome

nugilld teleosts, freshwater eelsr and trlpteryglons but no
crugtacea.

HOKf¡,¡IGA (Map.5) Although Northla¡drs west coast appears to be
as suitable a habitat for S; senata as the east coast, to d.ate
no specÍnens have been reported. from thts coast. In view of the
Iack of success along the east soast, it was d.ecided to examine
a snall portion of thê HokJ.anga Harbor¡r. Near the nouths'of
llaima and. Onanaia Rivers, Llned. witn tltcf mengrove growth, the
banks consl-st of very soft mud. and. are extremely difficult places
to work in. The net was set ln the Omanaia River without sücc€sso
AII loca1 resld.ents llvlng near the two rivers who were interviewed.
had. not heard. of or seen a mud. orab.

RECORDS OF SYCIJ,A SERRATA IN NEW ZEALAND

Whtle f leld work f aLled. to locate any live mr.¡d. crab, lnterviewe
with numerous amateur and conmercial, fishernen bas resultecl. in the
add.Ítlon of another ten specimens to the prevlous lls,t of seven
occurrenc€B¡ The record. to d.ate is as follows:-

1, Seven specimens record.ed by DeII (1964), all taken during 1964.

2. Otaha Bav, Purerua Penlnsula - 20 nlles north of Bay of Island.s.
ÍIaken by Mr S. StrJ.nger, of Moerewa, Northland., .Ianuary, 1969t

while netttng in a tid.al river close to the sea in four feet of
water. Was preserved but later d.anaged. and. th¡ow¡r away, Sex noü
known. 8 Lnches carapace wid.th. An l-llustration of thLs specfmen
appeared. J.n rrDiverr, N.Z. Und.erwater Magazine, Voh¡ne 5(4).
Mr Stringer took a larger speclmen d.r¡ring December t 1964, ât the
gÊñe place.
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7. Ker*kerl Inlet, Bay of Islands. Speared by l¡lr NoeI .ford.ant

Ith Decemberr 196r, while flor¡nder fÍshfng, in 20 Lnches of water
a.nongst lrangroves¡ Carapace wid,th 8f lnches. lflale. Speclmen
preserved 1n WhangareL Muser¡.n. (Informatlon supplled by l[r J.
Donnelly, Cr¡rator, Wbangarei Museu.m) . o

4. þ@, Parengarenga Harbor¡r. Collected. by llr A. Subriüsky
2jtld. March | 1965. Carapace wid.th 6¿ inches. (Infornaüion suppllecl
by Mr J. Donne1ly).

5. Otaha River Estuary, tangled. 1n set net at ntght (tittfe
mangrove) in I inches of water. Collected. by lûr F. Atkínsont
Puketona, Northland., December 19æ. Female, 7t inches caraBace
wid.th. Speclmen preserved. in Boothrs Craft Shopr Kerikeri. About
this tine Mr Atkinson saw two of these crabs d.isappearing in soft
sand. wÍth only claws projecting. A very large claw of this
species was also collected by [Ír Atkinson at that time.

6. Takou Rlver Estuary, la.kou Bay, tangled in net 1n 2-8 feet
of water. Collected. by G.H.B. ItrIard., 76 Duxbury Avenue, Northcotet
March, 1964. Male. Seven inches ca¡apace wid.th. Specinen
preserved in the AuckLand. Museum.

7, AwanuL Harbor¡¡, netted. by l4r R. RuIe, Marchr,'1964. Carapace
width I f.nches approxinately. Another specimen of sl,nilar sj-ze
was taken ln the same area by Messre C. Cossen and. B. Richa¡ds
d.nrJ.ng 196t+.

DTSCUSSTON AI{D .CONCI,USIONS

Ílhe d.lfflcult task faclng a researcher soon becomes apperent
when one consid.e¡s that the locallties whicb have yield.ed
S. s€rrâtâ are belng ftshed. regularly by local resid.ente and

nearly all of then have yet to see a nud. crab. If these crabg
have established. thenselves in Northland., then at present they
are obvlously 1n such mod.erate numbers and. over such a wld.e area
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that it is ìrnprofitable for any lnvestigator to set out ln
search of ùheu wfth a view to studylng an¡r aspecü of thelr I1fe
hlsto4y. /

After a week in the field., the lnvestJ.gatlon resolved. ttse1f
fnto a search for, and. analysis of , infornatioa from resid.ents
livlng in areas where S. semata bad. been collected. or areas which
from d.escripùion or personal erperience aBpeareö most likely to
yield results. Il[hile the fishing techniques used. to catch ühfs

. species prod.uced. negative results, contacts wiüh Northland
resid.ents has resulted. in the ad.d.ition of ten more loown
occurrences to the previous list of seven.

Frou an analysis of all the information available concerning
these seventeen occurrences the following for¡¡ inportanù points
have emerged.:-

1. Near1y a1l of the specinens have'been taken by amateur
fishèrmen, in harbours, estuaries and. the open sea, usually

.. tangled. in nets.

2. All specimens were ad.ults, whoee carapace wid.th ranged from
flve to eight inches.

t.
and.

Only two 9. serrata srere recognised. and. reported. as females
neither showed. any evid,ence of eggs.

+. Fourteen of these crabs were taken d.uring 19æ; two early
in 1965 and. one d.uring December, 196r. None have been reported.
since. .

The absence of reports of juvenLle S. semata and. of ad.ult
catches before 19æ (except for Heller's d.oubtful record. of 1865)
or after 1965 would seem to suggest that the seventeen recorded
specinens 1n New Zealand. represent an ad.ult lnvasion of the epecJ.ee
which has subsequently fal1ed. to establish itself.
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