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ATLANTIC BROWN CRAB 
RESOURCE USERS NETWORK

ACRUNET aims to improve brown crab quality for all 
stakeholders – fi shermen, buyers, processors, retailers and 
consumers. This process begins with the fi sherman who 
grades and stores the catch, those who deliver live brown 
crab to market, the processor and the retailer who provide 
the link to the consumer. Each sector is reliant on the early 
steps being carried out in the optimum manner to ensure 
the consumer receives a brown crab in the best condition.

This guide is a user-friendly tool designed to support the 
transnational brown crab standard developed by ACRUNET. 
The European Brown Crab Guide is intended to assist operators 
ensure their product:

■ is fi shed in an environmentally acceptable and legally 
compliant manner and

■ is graded, handled and stored in a manner which will result in 
only the very best brown crab reaching the consumer.
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Please consult your local authorities for specifi c regulations 
regarding Minimum Landing Size for Brown Crab in your area 
of operation.
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Male brown crab

The male, or cock, brown crab has a narrow, triangular pointed 
abdomen, which fits tightly to the underside of the body;

■ The male has larger claws than the female and is marketed, primarily, 
for its white meat content.
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Female brown crab

The female, or hen, brown crab has a broad, beehive-shaped 
abdomen or apron, which fits tightly to the underside of the 
body.

■ High quality, female, brown crab are determined by the quantity and 
quality of brown and white meat known as the yield.

■ Female brown crab are marketed as a processed product or in the live 
state. It is important to note that both these market forms require the 
brown crab to have a high meat yield.

©BIM

©BIM



4

Live Returns

Certain brown crab should not be landed and should be 
returned, alive and undamaged, to the sea. These are referred to 
as live returns and include the following:

■ Berried females: The 
preservation of the 
next generation is 
best practice and a 
responsible action in 
the management of 
the fi shery.

■ Cripples: Brown 
crab that are 
physically damaged 
through the loss of 
a claw or claws, are 
commonly referred 
to, by the industry, 
as cripples.

■ A brown crab is still 
considered to be a 
cripple when claws 
are in the process of 
regeneration.
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Live Returns

Blackspot is a condition, which causes minor shell and meat 
damage. Although levels of blackspot may vary, all affected 
brown crab should be returned, alive to the sea. In some cases, 
blackspot of the shell can cause the underlying white meat to be 
discoloured.

■ Visible blackspot 
on the claw of this 
otherwise healthy, 
female, brown crab.

■ A male brown crab 
heavily affected by 
blackspot. These claws 
will not contain good 
quality white meat.

■ A female brown crab 
heavily affected by 
blackspot. Brown and 
white meat quality and 
yield will be low.

©BIM
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Live Returns

Brown crab with the following characteristics should also be 
returned, alive and undamaged, to the sea:

■ Brown crab that are below the legal minimum size 
(i.e. a carapace width of 130 mm south of 56N and 
140 mm north of 56N). Please consult your local authorities for 
specifi c regulations regarding your area of operation.

■ Excessive Fouling: Brown crab that have excessive fouling of the 
shell from barnacles and calcareous tube worms are unsuitable for 
processing and may return a poor price. Buyers specifications should 
be sought in this regard.

©BIM
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■ Soft-shelled brown crab: Brown crab grow by replacing their shell, 
which is referred to as moulting. The colour, particularly of the 
underside, varies during the moult cycle and is an indicator of quality. 
Newly moulted brown crab have a soft or pale shell and are likely to 
have a very poor meat yield.

 Soft-shelled brown crab are identified by putting light pressure on 
the underside of the carapace. If the shell is pliable and bends slightly 
under pressure, then the brown crab is considered to be soft-shelled. 
It is important to release these brown crab to allow them to harden 
their shell and improve their meat yield.

The table below and the photographs on the following pages 
provide guidelines for determining the expected meat yield 
based on the brown crabs appearance:

SUMMARY
EXPECTED 

MEAT YIELD High ✔ Low ✘

Topside
Shell darkly coloured 

throughout. Pie-crust edge is 
dark in colour.

Shell lightly coloured 
throughout. Pie-crust edge 
is light in colour with pale 

indentations.

Underside

Abdomen or flap darkly 
coloured.

Abdomen or flap lightly 
coloured.

Shell pale yellow to light brown 
in colour with visible hairs.

Shell white or cream in 
colour with no visible hairs.

Shell hard when the underside 
of the shell is pressed.

Shell soft when the 
underside of the shell is 

pressed.

Claws
Claws dark brown in colour 

with cream underside.
Claws light brown in colour 
with off-white underside.

©BIM
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Expected Meat Yield

High ✔ 

■ The topside of 
the brown crab is 
darkly coloured 
throughout.

■ The pie-crust edge 
is dark in colour.

■ The underside of 
the brown crab’s 
abdomen or flap is 
darkly coloured.

©BIM
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Expected Meat Yield

Low ✘

■ The topside of 
the brown crab is 
lightly pigmented 
at the back of the 
shell.

■ The pie-crust 
edge has pale 
indentations.

■ The underside of 
the brown crab’s 
abdomen or flap is 
very pale or lightly 
coloured.
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Expected Meat Yield

High ✔ 
 

■ The underside of 
the shell has a light 
brown shading, 
visible hairs and is 
hard to the touch. 
The hardness of the 
shell can be checked 
by holding the brown 
crab on its back and 
pressing either side of 
the mouthparts with 
the thumbs.

■ The claws are dark 
brown in colour.

■ The underside of 
the claws are cream 
in colour.
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Expected Meat Yield

Low ✘

■ The underside of 
the shell is white or 
cream in colour, with 
no visible hairs and is 
soft to the touch. If 
the shell is pliable and 
bends under pressure, 
then the brown crab 
is considered to be 
soft-shelled.

■ The claws are light 
brown in colour.

■ The underside of the 
claws are off-white in 
colour.
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Nicking

To prevent brown crab from damaging other brown crab during storage 
and transport a procedure called nicking is carried out. Nicking involves 
severing the tendon at the base of the pincers of each claw, so that the 
pincers are powerless and cannot cause damage.

Nicking must be done correctly or brown crab can suffer signifi cant 
blood loss and die, either immediately or later during transport and 
storage.

Brown crab should be nicked using the French technique, following 
these three steps:

1. The claw is fully opened by pushing it against a wedge-shaped piece 
of metal. Tapping the inside surface of the claw will cause the claw to 
open slightly.

2. The tendon at the base of the claw is cut cleanly with a sharp knife, 
making as small an incision as possible. A snapping sound will be 
heard as the tendon is cut

3. Brown crab should be immediately placed in seawater or hosed with 
seawater, to encourage blood clotting around the nicking area.

© BIM - Images on pages 2 to12 are courtesy of the Irish Sea Fisheries Board (Bord Iascaigh Mhara; BIM)
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Contact details

Ireland
Owen Doyle, BIM
E-mail: doyle@bim.ie 
Tel (353) 74 9381033

United Kingdom 
Mick Bacon, SeaFish
E-mail: m_bacon@seafi sh.co.uk
Tel: (44) 1736 732759 
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