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Amy J. Upperman1, Timothy M. Russell1, and Randolph M. Chambers1,*

 - Malaclemys terrapin terrapin (Northern Diamondback Terrapin) is susceptible 
to drowning in commercial-style pots used for the Callinectes sapidus
Regulations to reduce by-catch mortality vary by state. We compared three different regula-
tory strategies with respect to crab catch and their relative effectiveness at reducing terrapin 

together ten unbaited crab pots with no by-catch reduction devices (BRDs), ten with large 
BRDs, and ten with small BRDs in a tidal creek in southeastern Virginia. Over 24 sampling 

crabs pot-1 -1

-1). Legal crabs varied in average size from 14.1 

small BRDs. The potential mortality of terrapins in pots without BRDs would have reduced 
the population in this tidal creek by 42% in just 24 days. Based on these results, regula-
tions requiring the use of large BRDs come closest to the objective of reducing by-catch 
mortality of terrapins without a large effect on crab capture in Virginia. Both recreational 
crabbing and commercial crabbing with no BRDs on pots in terrapin habitat can contribute 
to declines in local terrapin populations.
 

 Malaclemys terrapin terrapin

brackish turtle species in North America, the terrapin is recognized as a potential 

consumption of snails and other invertebrates (Butler et al. 2012, Tucker et al. 

populations grazing on marsh grasses. 
 Throughout its range, Northern Diamondback Terrapin habitat overlaps a large 

Callinectes sapidus Rathbun (Blue Crab). 

Delaware (DE), New Jersey (NJ), and New York (NY) relative to Connecticut (CT), 
Rhode Island (RI), and Massachusetts (MA), where crabbing with commercial-
style crab pots is not allowed. Numerous studies have documented the mortality 

1
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mortality of adult female terrapins is particularly worrisome since turtle population 
models indicate that survival of adult females is more critical to population mainte-

-
mondback Terrapins, regulations to reduce by-catch mortality have been enacted in 
some states (Table 1). The regulations require the use of by-catch reduction devices 
(BRDs), though the sizes of the BRDs vary by state. Further, the regulations target 
either within-state geographic areas where commercial and recreational crabbing 

DE). No BRD regulations are in place in VA. Whereas in most states the majority 
of commercial crabbers set pots in open-water portions of estuaries, bait and check 

2011), recreational crabbers typically set their pots in nearshore waters around pri-
vate docks and may not bait and check pots on a daily basis. Because of their usual 
nearshore location in terrapin habitat and the demonstrated by-catch of terrapins 

crab pots have been a regulatory focus. 

regulatory strategies on both crab catch and terrapin by-catch have been equivo-

Table 1. Review of state regulations for by-catch reduction devices (BRDs) on commercial-style crab 
pots, giving BRD size, whether regulations apply to commercial and recreational crabbing, and notes 

New YorkA

by NY Department of Environ-
mental Conservation

New JerseyB

ft from shoreline to shoreline 
at mean low water

DelawareC -
bing only

MarylandD -
bing only

VirginiaE

pots
A

B

C

D

E
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have used different-sized BRDs, thereby making comparisons between them dif-

state-by-state regulations.

regulatory strategies employed by different states on the capture of crabs and the 
by-catch of terrapins. Our goal was to determine the relative impacts of the use of 

-
bing. We completed a grouped comparison of the capture of crabs and by-catch 
in pots employing these three different regulatory strategies and use the results to 
make recommendations for BRD implementation in VA.

 The study was completed in Felgates Creek ( , a tribu-
tary to the York River sub-estuary of Chesapeake Bay in southeastern VA (Fig. 1). 
Felgates Creek lies entirely within the boundary of the York River Naval Weap-

decades. As a result, no commercial or recreational crabbing occurs in Felgates 
Spar-

tina alterniflora  forest is 

Diamondback Terrapins in Felgates Creek include Procyon lotor (L.) (Raccoon) 
that depredate terrapin nests, and Haliaeetus leucocephalus (L.) (Bald Eagle) and 
Lontra canadensis

varied from 24 ppt to 12 ppt across ten sampling sites chosen to reflect a potential 
range in environmental conditions throughout which terrapins were known to oc-
cur, with three sites located near the mouth of Felgates Creek into the York River, 

located 2.1 km upstream from the mouth (Fig. 1). 

 We completed data collection over 24 non-consecutive sampling days between 
-

)
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cut into the top corner of each crab pot, allowing terrapins access to the surface if 
captured in the crab pots. Chimneys were held in place by an elastic cord attached 
to a wooden stake driven into the creek bed. We assumed any effect of chimneys or 
stakes was equal among all three treatment groups. 
 To determine crab catch and by-catch in untended pots (mimicking pots checked 
infrequently by recreational crabbers and derelict pots lost by commercial crab-
bers), we deliberately did not bait the pots. On each sampling day, sampling of crabs 

Figure 1. Map of Felgates Creek in southeastern Virginia showing the general clustering of 

and diagonal hatching, respectively.
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prior to release. 

by-catch from pots without BRDs and compared them among the three locations 

used ANOVA with post-hoc comparisons to evaluate the average daily number and 
average size of legal crabs among the three BRD treatments. For all statistical anal-

of terrapins captured in Felgates Creek during the study period with the estimated 
population size in the creek from Morris et al. (2011).

Leiostomus xanthurus
Croaker), Micropogonias undulatus (L.) (Atlantic Croaker), Dorosoma cepedia-
num Sciaenops ocellatus  (L.) (Red Drum). 
 The daily average catch per unit effort (CPUE) of legal-size crabs and ter-
rapins in pots without BRDs at the mouth, bridge, and upstream sites varied 
significantly (ANOVA: F P
size crabs were captured at the mouth of the creek relative to bridge and upstream 
locations (post-hoc comparisons: P . No significant difference 
was found between the crab CPUE at the bridge and upstream sites (P
The daily average CPUE of terrapins among sites was significantly different 
(ANOVA: F P -
tive to the mouth and upstream locations (post-hoc comparison: P
The CPUE of terrapins between mouth and upstream locations was not signifi-
cantly different (P
 Over the entire study, the average total number of legal crabs captured per pot 

F P
-

P
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Figure 2. Catch per unit effort (CPUE) for crabs and terrapins from pots without BRDs 
placed in locations near the mouth of Felgates Creek, around the bridge, and farther up-
stream. Capital and lowercase letters refer to the results of post-hoc comparisons of crab 
catch and terrapin by-catch, respectively, among sampling locations.

conforming to different BRD regulations (n
lowercase letters refer to the results of post-hoc comparisons among pot types with respect 
to crab catch and crab size, respectively.
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(post-hoc comparison: P
-

F P

terrapins with 12 additional recaptures. For the terrapin captures, we plotted cara-
pace width and shell height relative to the opening in pots constrained by BRD 

generally smaller than adult females. 
-

loss would have been 42% of the estimated population size.

Figure 4. Comparison of captured terrapin dimensions (carapace width and shell depth) with 
the size of the opening in crab pots created by small BRDs, large BRDs and no BRDs. Terra-
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 By-catch reduction devices on commercial-style crab pots are effective at re-

strategies regarding BRD implementation by state, our results indicate crabbing 
success and the risk of by-catch must also vary by state. In MD and DE, recre-
ational crabbing requires the use of small BRDs that appear to be effective in 

-
ever, indicated total capture and legal crab size are reduced in pots fitted with 
small BRDs. Our pots were not baited, so it is possible that baiting could attract 
more and larger crabs, thereby eliminating any effect of the small BRDs on crab 
capture. The larger BRDs required by NJ and NY in areas where recreational and 
commercial crabbing overlap with terrapin habitat also reduced terrapin by-catch 

adult terrapins relative to no BRDs at all.
 For unbaited pots without BRDs, we measured an average daily CPUE as high 

-

independent of each other. Larger and more numerous crabs appear to be concen-
trated closer to the open water of the York River, and terrapins tend to concentrate 

numbers. Morris et al. (2011) found that crab capture tended to be highest in baited 

these results demonstrate that untended and unbaited pots can attract, trap, and 
drown terrapins.
 In the absence of BRDs, the estimated loss of 42% of the terrapin population in 
Felgates Creek would have occurred in just 24 days of crabbing with 10 pots. Fe-

adult females, pots without BRDs do not. The potential loss of so many reproduc-
tive females from the population would reduce terrapin recruitment dramatically. 

 BRD regulations in MD, DE, NJ, and NY seek to protect terrapins from drown-
ing in crab pots. To date, however, no studies have been completed that document 

BRD regulations by recreational crabbers in MD. In the ongoing absence of BRD 
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negative pressure on terrapin populations. Recreational crab pots are placed near-

-
tion in terrapin habitat and irregular operation. Lost recreational and commercial 
pots without BRDs also would pose a risk, as the pots would continue to trap ter-
rapins even without baiting.
 The number of docks in tidal waters of Virginia has been estimated at over 

If every resident with a dock set and operated just one crab pot, then terrapin mortal-

 Although not a direct focus of our study, a substantial amount of commercial 
crabbing in addition to recreational crabbing is completed in Diamondback Ter-

not regulated for BRDs and thus have the potential to impact terrapin populations 

shallow tidal creeks. Based on the number and placement of pots in terrapin habitat, 
the negative effects of commercial crab operations without BRDs could well be 
just as devastating as recreational crabbing, and in some states may be worse (M.E. 
Dorcas, Davidson College, Davidson, NC, pers. comm.). 
 BRD regulations in northeastern states where crabbing and  Northern Diamond-
back Terrapin habitat overlap can be effective in reducing by-catch without affect-
ing crab catch. From the results of the present study in Virginia, the large BRDs 

more generally, BRD regulations lead to reduced terrapin mortality. Because ter-

management plans. 

for providing large BRDs.
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crab pots at reducing capture and mortality of Diamondback Terrapins (Malaclemys ter-
rapin

Terrapin (Malaclemys terrapin centrata) in Northeastern Florida. Chelonian Conserva-

Terrapin (Malaclemys terrapin) capture and Blue Crab (Callinectes sapidus) harvest in 

-
cline and demographic changes in Diamondback Terrapin over two decades. Biological 

-
graphic and ecological factors affecting conservation and management of Diamondback 
Terrapins (Malaclemys terrapin -

-
rine species with implications for conservation and management. American Fisheries 

-
rapins (Malaclemys terrapin) to determine impacts of recreational crab pots. Chelonian 

-

-
tion devices on commercial crab pots in a tidal marsh in Virginia. Estuaries and Coasts 

Rook, M.A., R.N. Lipcius, B.M. Bronner, and R.M. Chambers. 2010. Bycatch reduction 
devices conserve Diamondback Terrapins without affecting catch of Blue Crab. Marine 

Malaclemys terrapin) 
In

Roosenburg and E. Kiviat (Eds.). Conservation and Ecology of Turtles of the Mid-

-
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natal philopatry in the Diamondback Terrapin, Malaclemys terrapin. Molecular Ecology 

-
tuarine turtle Malaclemys terrapin: Trophic, spatial, and temporal foraging constraints. 

-
pins, Malaclemys terrapin terrapin In J. Van Abbema (Ed.). Proceedings: 
Conservation, Restoration, and Management of Tortoises and Turtles—An International 
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