
 

Bill H. 898: AN ACT TO END THE TAKING OF HORSESHOE CRABS FOR BAIT 
General Court 194th, 2025 

 
Sponsor: Michelle L. Badger, 1st Plymouth 
Co-sponsors: Senator Patrick M. O'Connor, First Plymouth and Norfolk; Senator Jay D. Livingstone, 8th Suffolk 
 

Purpose of Bill H. 898:  This bill seeks to prohibit taking horseshoe crabs for use as bait in commercial fishing, thereby 
protecting declining horseshoe crab populations and restoring the ecological balance of coastal ecosystems. 

 
Background & Need for Legislation 

Ecological Importance: 

• Horseshoe crabs play a critical role in the coastal food web, their 
eggs are a primary food source for shorebirds, including the 
federally threatened Red Knot and several commercially valuable 
fish. 

Medical Significance: Too valuable to kill for bait: 

• Horseshoe crab blood is used to produce Limulus Amebocyte 
Lysate (LAL), a critical and widely adopted method for endotoxin 
testing in both vaccines and medical devices. 

• During the transition to synthetic LAL, when horseshoe crab 
blood is still critical for ensuring the safety of our vaccines and 
injected medicines, every horseshoe crab must be kept alive. 
They are too important to be killed for bait. 

Horseshoe Crab Devastation: 

• Indifference: Bait fishermen pull apart spawning groups, fatally 
damaging the claspers of unwanted males. 

• Habitat: Extreme weather, sea level rise, and coastal 
development all contribute to the loss of nursery and spawning areas. 

• Historic mismanagement: In the 1940s, Massachusetts launched a horseshoe crab eradication program offering 3-
cent bounties per crab. The Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF) estimates up to 500,000 were killed annually from 
1960–1970, excluding additional town-led efforts. 

Biomedical Use:  

• Massachusetts allows horseshoe crab takes for both bait and biomedical use. In 2024, Cape Cod companies bled 
200,000 crabs from Massachusetts—plus an unknown number from other states—and are required to return them 
to their original capture sites. Under the "Rent-a-Crab" program, live crabs are leased for bleeding and then sold as 
bait, blurring the line between biomedical use and bait fishing. These crabs should be kept alive, not killed for bait. 

• The table below provides a state-by-state comparison of bait and biomedical quotas, as well as fishery closures. 
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Biomedical Use Cont. 

• Crabs are confined during their spawning season, pierced 
in the heart, and drained of as much as a third of their 
blood. The DMF cites a 1.3% mortality rate, yet no 
research has examined how bleeding impacts 
reproduction or egg viability in repeatedly bled females. 
We're flying blind while risking the collapse of a species 
critical to the health of coastal ecosystems. As long as 
their blood fuels testing protocols, the bait take must 
end—Massachusetts' horseshoe crabs can't survive both. 

Won’t this hurt the fishing industry? 

• Horseshoe crab bait value—2024: 140,000-quota 
reached. 40 fishermen earn $2/bait crab = $280,000.  

• Eel fishery stock is depleted—2023 assessment eel 
populations are at or near historically low levels due to 
overfishing and habitat loss.1 

• Immature Whelk Harvest: The DMF’s current plan raises 
the minimum take size only to the point where half of 
female whelks are mature—and not until 2036. DMF will 
allow the take of millions of immature whelks for more 
than a decade BEFORE they can even reproduce, 
accelerating the collapse of yet another vulnerable fishery  

• Horseshoe Crab Fishery in Decline – Horseshoe crabs take roughly 12 years 
to reach maturity and begin spawning, making them especially vulnerable to 
overharvesting. Using such a slow-reproducing species for bait is not only 
unsustainable, but shortsighted—particularly given their critical value to 
biomedical applications and human health. 

• House Bill 2177 – Aims to reduce the financial impact of regulatory actions 
on commercial fishers. We support this bill as a vital step in helping bait 
fishermen adapt to the phase-out of horseshoe crab harvesting for bait. 

Existing Protections & Loopholes: 

• Harvest restrictions: 2024—DMF restricted all harvest April 15 to June 7. 
Horseshoe crabs spawn successively May through July. Early spawning crabs 
may escape only to be picked up later as spawning continues. 

Benefits of the Legislation 

• Supports commercial fisheries—At least nine valuable fish species rely on horseshoe crabs and their eggs. Restoring 
horseshoe crab populations could strengthen these fisheries long term. 

• Protects Ecosystems & Wildlife: Safeguards coastal habitats, supports migratory shorebirds, and boosts marine 
biodiversity. 

• Secures LAL supply as biomedical labs transition to synthetic alternatives. 

Public & Scientific Support:  

• H. 898 is backed scientists, conservation groups and community members who remember 
when horseshoe crabs thrived on Massachusetts' beaches. 

See the full list of supporters at horseshoecrabs.org. 

 
1 McKiernan, D. Director, DMF, Memo. Commercial American Eel Management and Permitting, p2. Dec. 12, 2024. 
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