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Ghost Crab Background

• ~20 species of ghost crab found within 
the subfamily Ocypodinae

• The Atlantic ghost crab (Ocypode quadrata)

• Their range extends along the Atlantic Coast 
from Massachusetts to Brazil 

• Found wherever sandy beaches occur

• Are a scavenger and a predator of coastal 
wildlife  



Ghost Crab Impacts 

Ghost crabs interact with nesting shorebirds in a variety of ways and can contribute to failed 
nesting attempts wherever they co-occur. 

Nest Predation

Partial Predation Adult Injury & 
Predation

Indirect Predation

Chick Predation 
& Injury

Harassment & 
Abandonment



Scavengers 

Predators

A food resource for wildlife, 

including shorebirds

The focus of ghost crab management should only be to reduce crab density in locations where 
predation impacts are known. 

Ghost Crab are part of the costal ecosystem 

Jack Rogers
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Time Period: 2011-2013

148-183 breeding snowy plover adults present in the project area between these 3 sites, ~25-30% of the 
population

Study Area

Florida State Parks : 

Shell Island

St. Joseph State Park

St. George Island State Park

Pruner et al. 2014
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The probability of snowy plover nests hatching 

related to distance to ghost crab burrow. 

• Snowy plover nests are less likely to hatch when 

ghost crab burrows are in close proximity 

• The closer the ghost crab burrow was to the 

nest the greater the influence of the ghost crab 

on nest success.

• Chick survival was influenced by ghost crab 

density, where chick survival decreases when 

crab density was high. 

• Plovers fledged fewer chicks when ghost crab 

burrows were directly adjacent to the nest on 

hatch day.

Study Background

Pruner 2010



Methods- Ghost Crab Density



Methods- Ghost Crab Density

Nest location     

Crab burrow     

Measured within a 15m radius around each nest



Experimental Crab Removal

Fripp Trap

Three treatment groups: 1) Control, 2) 5m removal, 3) 15m removal

Set an additional 153 traps at active burrows not 
associated with nests



Experimental Crab Removal

Silva and Calado 2014 

Burrow shape made these 
methods challenging



Ghost Crab Burrow Counts 
and Removals

• We counted and measured a total of 4743
burrows

• On average nests had 15 burrows within 15 m 
(range 0 to 93)

• Ghost crabs were present around 97% of nests 
and only 10 nests had no burrows present within 
15 m.

• Successfully removed 175 ghost crabs from 
treatment sites 

Seasonal TimingShell Cover

Vegetation Cover



Experimental Crab Removal

Snowy plover daily nest survival increased when ghost crabs were 
removed from around the nest site and increased as the treatment 
expanded to 15 meters.
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317 nests located and included in this project 

• Lower burrow density across the landscape

• Lower crab density at the nest

• % Vegetative cover

Treatment # Nests

Control 170

5 m 77

15 m 70

Total 317

Chick survival was influenced by a combination of human 
disturbance, crab density, and % vegetative cover (n=196).

Barbara Eells



Capture Rate vs Occupancy Rate

Capture rates observed:

• 31.2% at nest sites 

• 54.9% randomly 
selected burrows 14.9% to 60.0%

Pombo and Turra 2013
Silva and Calado 2013

The probability of capture was influenced by the percent shell and vegetative 
cover. 

Crabs were less likely to be captured

• in dense shell debris 

• more likely to be captured in dense vegetation



Lessons Learned

• Targeted ghost crab removal 
benefits were achievable and 
effective

• Can be time consuming

• Management is most effective 
early in the season

• Habitat features can influence 
the presence of ghost crabs 
and the capture/occupancy 
rates



Continuing to explore options 
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Targeted Ghost Crab Trapping at 
American Oystercatcher Nests in 

North Carolina



Location & Background



Location & Background

2021
• 9 broods failed within ~1 week of 

hatching
• South end especially affected
• Ghost crabs suspiciously abundant

2022
• Could we adapt the protocol Florida 

used to be feasible in this setting?
• Would targeted trapping improve 

chick survival and/or reduce 
burrows near nests?

• Can/should this be part of annual 
management?



The Project

• Productivity monitored at all 
nests

• Treatment nests received 
trapping and burrow counts

• Control nests received burrow 
counts

• Used cameras to confirm 
hatching and minimize 
disturbance around hatching

www.islc.net/~fripplog/crab%20trap.htm



Challenges

• Over-abundance of treatment 
nests
• Nests were lost to other types of 

predation

• 2022 was a high raccoon predation 
year

• Logistics
• A lot of ground to cover, especially 

in a pandemic

• Increased use of trail cameras



Results

Ideal vs. Actual Treatment

• The groups produced about the 
same number of nests

• Could not set traps in time

• 2023 goal: improve trapping effort

Hatching and Fledging

• Productivity on the island was low 
overall (0.32 f/p)

• Better success from treatment than 
control nests

• Still summarizing burrow data

Assigned Actual

Pairs Nests Pairs Nests

Treatment 13 21 7 12

Control 12 17 18 26

Control Treatment

Nests Hatched 4 (15%) 5 (42%)

Nests with 1 ≤ Fledge 1 (4%) 5 (42%)



Questions


