


Horseshoe crabs ;u-e ,150-rnillion ye;u-s old. An enduring, resilient species, they evolved shortly 

allcr the dawn or ,mimal lik ,md have survived each or the pl,mct's mass extinctions. vVhcn, 250 

million years ago, 97% or lik in the sea perished, they endured. Sixty-live million years ago, when 

the great dinosaurs perished, horseshoe crabs endured. Now, though, they arc threatened by us, 

whose presence here by comparison is but the blink or ;m eye. 

Horseshoe crabs in Massaclrnsctts have experienced alarming declines for ye;u-s. In the 1960s, 

when lishenncn and regulators considered horseshoe crabs pests, slate-subsidized bounty 

programs destroyed thousands of them. In the decades that followed, hundreds or thous;mds 

more were killed in the horseshoe crab bait lishcry, and hundreds of thous,mds were taken from 

the sea lo be bled by the biomedical industry. The 202,l biomedical take in Massachusetts will be 

ils l1ighcst tak.c ever, furlhcr increasing pressure on tl1is alrcacly beleaguered ;u1inial. 

Today only a very small number of horseshoe crabs come onto Massachusetts beaches to lay 

their eggs. Over the ye;u-s, the take !us bceu so higl1, hoiseshoe crabs have shown little sign or 

recovery, ,md the lishery, no longer prolitable on the beach, has moved ollshore where 

horseshoe crabs ,u-c scraped off the sealloor with trawlers. It's hard lo imagine how 

Massachusetts could sanction using an animal that takes 10 to 12 ye,u-s lo reach maturity as bait. 

It's illegal here lo take lobsters bearing roe. vVhy is it permissible lo take cgg0bcm·ing horseshoe 

crabs cnroute to, or on their way to, spawning bcachcsP 

Horseshoe crabs ;u-e a "foundational" species. In abundmice, their eggs, overturned by 

massive numbers or spawning horseshoe crabs, provide essential food for hundreds or 

thousands of migrnting shorebirds, ,md for many species or small forage fish mul sand shrimp 

that in tum support l;u-ger lish ;md other birds. Pull al this singular thread in a coastal food web 

and it frays. 'That is where we cu-e now. 

Horseshoe crabs have given much lo lnun,ms over the ye;u-s-krtilizer for our liclds; ;m 

underst;mding orthe foundation or human vision through Nobel-prize winning research on the 

lateral eye of the horseshoe crab; and, through the capacity or horseshoe crab blood to dot in 

the presence of potentially dangerous cndotoxin, an assay which has safcg1i;mlcd our vaccines, 

iqjcctcd drugs, ;md impl;mtcd medical devices. 

Over half the medicines used by humans ;u-c originally derived from nature - aspirin from 

willow trees, slatins from various li.mgal species, blood thinners from moldy dover, and ACE 

inhibitors from the venom or pit vipers, for example - but eventually synthetic versions or 

these drugs replace the natural, sources. The cancer treatment paclitaxcl, for example, was 

originally derived from the b;u·k or the Pacilic yew tree (Faxus brcvi/r;Jia). The drug, in danger 

or short supply due to the limited number or these trees, is now being produced semi­

synthetically from other species or yew grown on plantations. Synthetic alternatives lo the 
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