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9.0 Monitoring CRABS 

Crabs belonging to the infra order Brachyura are considered to be highly successful group of 

Decapoda, adapted to diverse kinds of estuarine habitats. The brachyurans form very 

conspicuous and bio-ecologically very important faunal constituents in estuarine ecosystem and 

belong to different families. The brachyuran crabs play a significant role in the coastal and 

marine food chains and ecology as their larvae are consumed by many predators and omnivorous 

fishes; they have certain check on mangrove saplings.  

Morphological characteristics of Crab: The Brachyuran crabs have a depressed carapace or 

cephalothorax and a much reduced, straight, and symmetrical abdomen which is closely bent 

under the cephalothorax; this abdomen is never used for swimming and lacks biramous uropods; 

in the female, during the spawning season, the eggs are attached to the abdominal appendages 

(berried crabs).The cephalothorax has 5 pairs of walking legs, the first of which is chelate 

(ending in pincers) and nearly always much stronger than the other legs. 

 

Antero-lateral teeth: The teeth of the anterolateral margins of the carapace (also called as 

apibranchial teeth). In some crabs anterolateral margin is smooth absence of teeth. The first 

anterolateral tooth is commonly called the “external orbital tooth’’ and sometime it is counted 

separately from the following anterolateral teeth. 

 

Frontal margin (or front): Front is sometimes elongate, spiny form and serrated. In some crabs  

front is modified in to a rostrum(eg, spider crab). 

 

The mouthparts:There are 6 pairs of feeding appendages present in mouthpart as explained 

below. 

 

Third maxillipeds: Outer appendage of mouth part. Look at the crab en face, the third 

maxillipeds cover the mouth field (Fig 4).   They are the appendages together they resemble a 

pair of doors protecting the mouth field and hiding the other mouthparts.  It is attached to the 

body by its protopod. The endopod has distal three articles form a small palp. The endopod is 

composed of the large proximal ischium followed by the merus, carpus, propodus, and dactyl. 

The exopod consists of a long, narrow basal article and a multiarticulate flagellum.   At the 

lateral corner of the protopod has a long setose flabellum extending through the inhalant aperture 

into the branchial chamber.The flabellum is used to clean the gills. 

Second maxillipeds:  Present underneath the third maxillipeds(Figs 5). Like the third, they bear 

endopods, exopods, and lateral flabellae.   

First maxillipeds: Are located, normally covered by the third maxillipeds(Fig 6). 
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Two smaller feeding appendages are situated below the 3 pairs of maxillipeds: 

Second maxilla (or maxillules):The posterior most head appendage is the second maxilla (Fig 

7) lying immediately anterior to the first maxilliped.   It is small, complex, and more delicate 

than the maxillipeds. 

 

First maxilla (or maxilla): The first maxilla (Fig 8)is smaller and more delicate than the 

second.   It has two endites and an end pod but no exopod.    

 

Mandibles: Last pair of mouthpart pair of well-calcified, jaw-like, and highly modified 

appendage.  Anterior to the first maxillae are the large, hard mandibles (Fig 9).   Each mandible 

consists of a heavily calcified. protopod from which arises a small palp. Only the smooth, white 

cutting surfaces can be seen externally.They rotate on two movable articulations, or condyles, 

with the head skeleton and are adapted for cutting, rather than grinding food 

 

Antennae:   Two pairs of antennae are small and may go unnoticed if they are folded out of 

sight under the anterior edge of the carapace (Fig 1).   

 

Eyestalks: The two short, thick eyestalks, which are not segmental appendages, are located on 

the anterior edge of the head in the orbits (Fig 1).   A large compound eye, located at the end of 

each eyestalk is composed of hundreds of independent photoreceptive units. 

 

Locomotory appendages: The 5 pairs of locomotory appendages of a crab also called as the 

“pereiopods’’. Pereiopods includes a pair of powerful chelipeds (legs carrying a chela or pincer) 

and 4 pairs of walkinglegs. Pereiopode have different types of parts i.e. coxa, basis, ischium, 

merus, carpus, propodus and dactylus. In cheliped basis and ischium is fused. The chela itself 

consists of a palm (or manus) and 2 fingers, outer one of which is movable (the dactylus or 

movable finger), whereas the other one immovable is pollex. The tips or edges of the both 

fingers may be pectinated (teeth like structures).  

 

Male and female crabs are easily distinguished by the shape of their abdomen. In males, the 

abdomen is triangular to broadly T-shaped, whereas in females it is broad, usually semicircular, 

often covering most part of the ventral surface (Fig 12). Many crab species show a sexual 

dimorphism, with the males usually being larger or possessing special or excessively developed 

structures. In some species, however, it is the female which grows larger. Males possess 2 pairs 

of gonopods (Fig 10 & 11), that is, modified pleopods (abdominal appendages) specifically 

adapted for copulation most crabs practice internal fertilization. The pleopods of females are 

branched, setose and serve to carry the eggs fertilized eggs are exuded, attached to the setose 

pleopods of females, and kept there for several weeks until the planktonic larvae hatch out.  

Many species of crabs possess pubescence to varying degrees on their body and appendages. The 
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hair (or more appropriately called setae) may be soft or stiff, simple or plumose (plume-like), or 

so short that it becomes pile-like, sometimes even short and dense, giving a velvet-like 

appearance. The setae may sometimes be hard and spine-like, especially on the propodus and 

dactylus of legs. Unlike real spines, however, those stiff setae are never calcareous. Most of the 

softer setae on the legs and chelae have a sensory function. 

Classification of brachyuran crabs 

Phylum: Arthropoda (Jointed legs) 

Subphylum: Mandibulata (Having mandibles) 

Class: Crustacea (Hard exoskeliton) 

Subclas: Malacostraca  (Biramous or branched appendages) 

Series: Eumalacostraca  (True soft shell) 

Super Order: Eucarida (Carapace large, fused to and covering entire thorax) 

Order: Decapoda (Ten legs) 

Infra order: Brachyura ( having a reduced abdomenfolded against the ventral surface) 

(source: http://www.niobioinformatics.in/crab/crabs/tex1.html) 

General morphology of brachyuran crab 

 
Fig 1: Dorsal view of the brachyuran crab 

  

Fig 2:  Cheliped Fig 3: Walking leg 
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Fig 4: Third maxilliped Fig 5: Second maxilliped 

 

 

Fig 6: First maxilliped Fig 7: Second maxilla 

 
 

Fig 8: First maxilla Fig 9: Mandible 

  

Fig 10: first gonopod Fig 11: second gonopod 

(Source: Kent E. Carpenter and Volker H. Niem 1998; FAO Species identification guide for fishery purposes, the 

living marine resources of the western central pacific; volume 2; ISSN1020-6868) 
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CRABS OF ESTUARY 
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