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ECONOMIC STATUS OF THE 

CALIFORNIA DUNGENESS CRAB FISHERY 

I N  1982-83 

I. HIGHLIGHTS 

Dungeness c rab  (Cancer Magister) landings i n  Washington, Oregon, 

Ca l i fo rn ia ,  and A l a s k a  during t h e  1982-83 season were an estimated 25.9 

mil l ion  pounds, down 34 percent from t h e  39.3 mil l ion  pounds landed i n  1981-82 

(Table 1). 

mi l l ion  pounds, down almost 50 percent below 1981-82 and 54 percent  below t h e  

five-year average of 11.6 mi l l ion  pounds. Crab landings i n  t h e  San Francisco 

area, which were t h e  lowest on record i n  1981-82 (200,000 pounds), recovered 

t o  over 570,000 pounds o r  w e l l  wi th in  t h e  f i v e  year average. 

Eureka/Crescent Ci ty  area i n  1982-83 f e l l  by more than f i v e  m i l l i o n  pounds f o r  

the  1981-82 season. 

I n  Ca l i fo rn ia ,  Dungeness c rab  landings i n  1982-83 were only 5.3 

Landings i n  t h e  

11. DESCRIPTION OF FISHERY 

The Dungeness crab resource off Ca l i fo rn ia  is harvested from f i v e  

d i s c r e t e  f i s h i n g  areas : ( 1 )  Avila-Morro Bay, (2) Monterey , (3) San Francisco- 

Bodega Bay, (4) For t  Bragg, and (5) Eureka i n t o  Oregon. The areas from San 

Francisco northward y i e ld  t h e  h ighes t  commercial ha rves t s ,  with t h e  l a r g e s t  

s tock  u n i t  extending from Eureka i n t o  Oregon. 

Ca l i fo rn ia  i s  found i n  d i s t i n c t l y  separate areas, t h e  CDFG has not  shown t h e  

s tock  u n i t s  t o  be reproduct ively d i s c r e t e  (PFMC, 1979). For management 

purposes, however, t h e  Ca l i fo rn ia  Department of Fish and Game (CDFG) cons iders  

each area t o  have a separate s tock u n i t  (PFMC, 1979). 

Although Dungeness c rab  off 
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The Ca l i fo rn ia  Dungeness c rab  population h i s t o r i c a l l y  has f luc tua ted  

The present  crab cycle  of between very high and low l e v e l s  of abundance. 

below average s tock  s i z e  and landings i n  northern Ca l i fo rn ia  is expected t o  

continue f o r  t h e  next f e w  seasons. 

recovering from t h e  extremely depressed l e v e l s  i n  t h e  1981-82 season. 

n a t u r a l  f l u c t u a t i o n s  i n  c y c l i c a l  abundance are exacerbated by extremely high 

l e v e l s  of f i s h i n g  e f f o r t  i n  t h e  coastwide f i s h e r y  . 

Landings i n  t h e  San Francisco area are 

The 

Dungeness c rab  are landed pr imari ly  f o r  commercial sale. A s m a l l  

r e c r e a t i o n a l  f i s h e r y  f o r  Dungeness c rab  occurs along the  northern coas t ,  

expec ia l ly  i n  t h e  Crescent Ci ty  area (CDFG, 1983). The commercial f l e e t  

c o n s i s t s  l a r g e l y  of multi-purpose combination vesse ls  capable of switching 

among numerous f i s h e r i e s  such as crab, shrimp, a lbacore,  and groundfish. 

C o m m e r c i a l  c r ab  gear  c o n s i s t s  of c i r c u l a r  steel o r  i r o n  frame pots  3 t o  3.5 

f e e t  i n  diameter . 
The CDFG e s t a b l i s h e s  regula t ions  f o r  gear ,  seasons,  areas, and sex of t h e  

ca t ch  t o  manage t h e  Dungeness c rab  f i s h e r y  (PFMC, 1979). 

r equ i r e  a t  least two c i r c u l a r  escape p o r t s  of 4 1/4 inches. North of P t .  

Conception, a t  least one half  of these  escape po r t s  must be loca ted  i n  t h e  

upper half  of pots.  The f i s h i n g  season i s  December 1 t o  Ju ly  31 i n  t h e  

S t a t e  regula t ions  

Eureka/Ft. Bragg areas and from t h e  second Tuesday i n  November t o  June 30 i n  

a l l  o t h e r  areas, including S a n  Francisco. 

are t h e  E e l  River,  Trinidad Bay, Bodega Lagoon, Crescent Ci ty  Harbor, Humboldt 

Bay, and t h e  P a c i f i c  Ocean wi th in  a one m i l e  rad ius  of t he  mouth of t he  E e l  

River and Humboldt Bay. Retention of female crabs is  prohibi ted t o  pro tec t  

breeding s tocks.  

Areas closed t o  commercial f i s h i n g  
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11. COMMERCIAL HARVEST SECTOR 

I n  1982-83, 557 vesse ls  landed Dungeness c rab  i n  Cal i forn ia ,  up from 

approximately 532 i n  1981-82. This f i v e  percent expansion i n  f l e e t  s i z e  w a s  

due t o  the  l a r g e r  number of shrimp and groundfish ves se l s  switching t o  crab. 

The season began with seve ra l  boats  from Oregon f i s h i n g  off Crescent City.  

However, f ishermen who ant ic ipa ted  a repea t  of t he  catches of t he  1981-82 

season found t h e  northern Ca l i fo rn ia  f i s h e r y  extremely slow and they quickly 

departed f o r  Oregon and Washington waters. 

from 10.3 mil l ion  pounds during 1981-82 t o  only 4.75 mil l ion  pounds last  

season. 

Northern Ca l i fo rn ia  landings f e l l  

The t o t a l  exvessel  value of Ca l i fo rn ia  c rab  landings i n  1982-83 w a s  

approximately $5,714,000, with an average p r i ce  of $1.08 per  pound (Table 

2). 

of $9,870,000. 

landings f e l l  about 45 percent.  

exvessel  p r i c e  from $0.94 per pound i n  1981-82 t o  $1.08 per  pound i n  1982-83 

did l i t t l e  t o  off set the  major reduct ion i n  poundage landed . 

This is a 42 percent decrease from the  1981-82 estimated ex-vessel value 

After ad jus t ing  f o r  i n f l a t i o n ,  t h e  t o t a l  value of 1982-83 

A s u b s t a n t i a l  increase  i n  t h e  average 

The average gross  revenue per ves se l  from Ca l i fo rn ia  c rab  landings was  

$10,300 i n  1982-83 compared t o  $18,550 i n  1981-82, a decrease of 44 percent.  

After  ad jus t ing  f o r  i n f l a t i o n ,  t he  real value per ves se l  decl ined 47 

percent.  

i n  t he  f i s h e r y ,  t he  c rab  f l e e t  on the  whole appeared t o  f a r e  poorly during t h e  

1982-83 season. The l a rge  number of Oregon and Washington boa ts  t h a t  f i shed  

off northern Ca l i fo rn ia  t o  land crab  i n  Ca l i fo rn ia  dominated the  ca tch  during 

the  1981-82 season. These vesse ls  reappeared off Ca l i fo rn ia  i n  1982-83 but 

soon returned t o  t h e i r  ports of o r i g i n  as low catch rates adversely impacted 

these  l a rge  ves se l  operat ions.  To compensate f o r  t h e  depressed ca tch  rates, 

Although averages do not necessar i ly  revea l  what has been happening 
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over 100 vessels f i shed  f o r  poor q u a l i t y  c rab  off Oregon during t h e  1983 la te  

summer f i she ry .  

e a r l y  season. 

Oregon . 

This suggests t h a t  t he  f l e e t  had an e spec ia l ly  unproductive 

Normally about 20 boats  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  the  summer f i s h e r y  off 

According t o  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  crab cycle ,  Ca l i fo rn ia  landings should remain 

l o w  f o r  three more seasons ( P a c i f i c  Fishing,  1984). The appearance of l a r g e  

numbers of sublega l  m a l e s  occurring i n  the  1982-83 seasonal catch suggested 

t h a t  landings could rebound sooner. However, landings i n  the  f i r s t  month 

(December) of t h e  1983-84 season i n  t h e  Crescent Ci ty  f i s h e r y  were only 2.2 

mil l ion  pounds compared t o  3.5 mil l ion  pounds i n  December 1982. 

111. CALIFORNIA PROCESSING SECTOR 

C a l i f o r n i a  processors produced a higher  proportion of whole l i v e  and 

cooked crab  r a t h e r  than crab meat due t o  t h e  reduced harvest  of Dungeness c rab  

during t h e  1982-83 season. The f r e s h  c rab  product is  normally bought 

immediately by s p e c i a l t y  f resh- f i sh  s t o r e s ,  whereas whole-cooked crab  I s  sold 

pr imar i ly  t o  r e s t au ran t s  and retail  s to re s .  Whole crab product y i e lds  a 

higher  p r o f i t  margin f o r  processors.  

margin product combined wi th  somewhat higher wholesale p r i ces  probably was 

The s h i f t  i n  production t o  a higher  

i n s u f f i c i e n t  t o  boost c rab  earnings because of t h e  l imi ted  suppl ies  during t h e  

1982-83 season. 

IV. MARKET CONDITIONS FOR DUNGENESS CRAB 

Whole Dungeness c rab  accounts f o r  t h e  majority of c rab  landed on t h e  w e s t  

coast .  It i s  a unique product with no c lose  s u b s t i t u t e s  i n  t h e  w e s t  coast 

market. 

and tanner  crab meat, which i s  general ly  ava i lab le  nationwide . 
When sold as crab meat, however, i t  competes d i r e c t l y  with king crab  



5 

Harvests of Alaskan king and tanner  c rab  remained w e l l  below t h e  1980 

record harves t  of 307 mil l ion  pounds. 

approximately 110 mil l ion  pounds following t h e  108 mil l ion  pounds harvested i n  

1982, t h e  lowest l e v e l  s ince  1972. 

of Dungeness c rab  has l e d  t o  higher  wholesale p r i ces  f o r  a l l  c rab  products. 

During the  e a r l y  1982-83 season, wholesale p r i ces  f o r  whole-live and whole- 

cooked Dungeness c rab  were $1.65 per pound and $1.80 per  pound respec t ive ly .  

I n  t h e  middle of January 1983, pr i ces  had r i s e n  t o  $1.80 p e r  pound f o r  whole- 

l i v e  and $2.05 per pound f o r  whole-cooked crab. For the  remainder of t h e  

season p r i c e s  ranged f ram $1.80-1 -95 per  pound f o r  whole-live and $2.05-2.35 

per pound f o r  whole-cooked. 

Combined landings i n  1983 were 

This dec l ine  coupled wi th  lower suppl ies  

P a c i f i c  F i sh ing  (1984) i nd ica t e s  t h a t  t h e  demand f o r  Dungeness c rab  may 

be except iona l ly  s e n s i t i v e  t o  t h i s  upward t rend i n  wholesale pr ices .  

December 1983, t h e  wholesale price f o r  whole-cooked crab i n  Ca l i fo rn ia  had 

r i s e n  t o  more than $2.40 per pound FOB plant .  

larger retail chain-stores have discontinued purchases of Dungeness c rab  a t  

t h i s  high p r i c e  ( P a c i f i c  Fishing, 1984). However, s p e c i a l t y  f i s h  s t o r e s  i n  

Los Angeles and along San Francisco's Fishermans Wharf s t i l l  were w i l l i n g  t o  

pay p r i ces  higher  than $2.00 per pound f o r  Dungeness crab. 

By 

One processor reported t h a t  t h e  
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Table 1 - West Coast Dungeness Crab Landings (thousand pounds) from 1977-78 to  
1982-83 

- Year California Oregon Washington Alaska Total 

197 7-78 13,800 10,400 9,100 7,200 40,500 

1978-79 8,300 16,400 10,700 6,400 41,800 

1979-80 13,700 18,200 8,300 5,900 46,100 

1980-81 11,800 9,500 4,400 15,600 41,300 

1981-82 10,500 8,700 3,900 16,200 39,300 

1977-78 to 11,620 12,640 7,280 10,260 41,800 
1981-82 - f i v e  
year average 

1982-83 5,300 4,100 5,000 11,500 25,900 

Source: Pacific Marine Fisheries Commission, Annual Report for 1978-1983. 
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Table 2 - Ex-vessel Value and Average Weighted P r i c e  of Dungeness Crab 
Landings i n  Ca l i fo rn ia  from t h e  1980-81 Season t o  1982-83 Season. 

Nominal Real1/ Aver age 
Ex-vessel Ex-vesTel P r i ce lpe r  

Year Landings Value Value Pound 

1980-81 11,800,000 8,643,000 N/A 0 -73 

- 

1981-82 10,525,700 9,870,000 4,935,000 0.94 

1982-83 5,326,900 5,714,000 2,7 30,000 1.08 

Source: Preliminary S t a t i s t i c s  f o r  81-82 and 82-83 seasons from Ph i l  
Swartzel l ,  Ca l i fo rn ia  Department of Fish  and Game,  Menlo Park. 

- 11 Adjusted f o r  i n f l a t i o n  using t h e  GNP impl i c i t  p r i ce  d e f l a t o r  (1972=100). 
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