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ECONOMIC STATUS OF THE CALIFORNIA 

DUNGENESS CRAB FISHERY I N  1983-84 

I. OVERVIEW 

T h i s  is  t h e  second r e p o r t  of an  annual series on t h e  economic s t a t u s  o f  

t h e  C a l i f o r n i a  Dungeness crab f i s h e r y .  

f i s h e r y  is publ ished as ii Technical  Memorandum and is a v a i l a b l e  through t h e  

Nat ional  Harine F i s h e r i e s  Serv ice ,  Southwest Regional Office. 

The first r e p o r t  on the  1982-83 

The west coas t  Dungeness crab (Cancer ) catch remained a t  a very 

low l e v e l  dur ing  the  1983-84 season. Landings i n  Washington, Oregon, 

Ca l i fo rn ia ,  and Alaska were an estimated 24.4 m i l l i o n  pounds, down s l i g h t l y  

from t h e  poor 1982-83 seamon and 37 percent  below t h e  r e c e n t  f ive-year  average 

(Table 1). I n  C a l i f o r n i a ,  Dungeness crab l and ings  reached 5.6 m i l l i o n  pounds, 

up s l i g h t l y  from t h e  poor catch recorded i n  1982-83, bu t  still well below the  

f ive-year  s ta te  average of 9.9 m i l l i o n  pounds. 

t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  l and ings  i n  t h e  San Francisco area; the  1983-84 t o t a l  of 

857,000 pounds was 50 percent  higher than l a s t  season and was t h e  largest 

t o t a l  ca t ch  s i n c e  the  1969-70 season. 

One except iona l  d i f f e r e n c e  was 

11. DESCRIPTION OF F1SHE:RY 

The Dungeness crab re source  o f f  C a l i f o r n i a  is harves ted  from f i v e  

discrete f i s h i n g  a r e a s  o f f :  (1)  Avila-Morro Bay, (2) Monterey, (3) San 

Francisco-Bodega Bay, (4 )  F o r t  Bragg, and (5)  Eureka t o  t he  Oregon border. 

The areas from San Francisco northward y i e l d  t h e  h ighes t  commercial ha rves t s .  

Although Dungeness crab o f f  C a l i f o r n i a  is found i n  d i s t i n c t  areas, t h e  s tock  
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u n i t s  have n o t  been shown t o  be r ep roduc t ive ly  discrete ( P a c i f i c  F ishery  

Management Council (PFMC) 1979). For management purposes,  however, t h e  

C a l i f o r n i a  Department o f  F i s h  and Game (CDFG) cons ide r s  each area t o  have a 

separate s t o c k  u n i t  (PFMC 1979). 

Dungeness crabs are landed p r imar i ly  f o r  commercial sale; however, a 

small r e c r e a t i o n a l  f i s h e r y  f o r  Dungeness crab does occur  a long t h e  no r the rn  

coas t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  Crescent  C i t y  area (Dalstrom and Wild 1983). The 

commercial f leet  c o n s i s t s  l a r g e l y  o f  multi-purpose,  combination v e s s e l s  

capable  o f  swi tch ing  among numerous f i sher ies  such as crab, sh r imp ,  a lbacore ,  

and groundfish.  Commercial crab 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 

p o t s  3 t o  3.5 feet  i n  diameter and covered w i t h  coa r se ly  woven, t a u t  s t a i n l e s s  

steel wire mesh. 

The State of C a l i f o r n i a  establishes r e g u l a t i o n s  f o r  gear, season, areas, 

and s e x  o f  t h e  catch i n  o r d e r  t o  manage t h e  Dungeness crab f i s h e r y  (PFMC 

1979). State r e g u l a t i o n s  r e q u i r e  a t  l ea s t  two circular escape p o r t s  of 4 I / 4  

inches.  North o f  P t .  Conception, a t  l eas t  one h a l f  of these escape p o r t s  must; 

be l o c a t e d  i n  t h e  upper half  of  po ts .  The f i s h i n g  season i s  December 1 ko 

July 31 i n  t h e  Eureka/Ft. Bragg areas and from t b e  second 'Iueaiday i n  November 

t o  June 30 i n  a l l  other; areas, inc lud ing  San Franc isco ,  Areas c l o ~ &  t c  

commercial f i s h i n g  are t h e  E e l  River  and o u t  one mile Esoin t h e  mouth, Trinidad 

Bay, Bodega Lagoon, Crescent  C i t y  Harbor, Humboldt Bay and wi th in  one mile 

from t h e  entrance.  Reten t ion  o f  female crabs is  p roh ib i t ed  t o  p r o t e c t  

breeding s tocks .  
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111. COMMERCIAL HARVEST SECTOR 

Approximately 400 v e s s e l s  landed Dungeness crab i n  C a l i f o r n i a  dur ing  t h e  

1983-84 f i s h i n g  season,  down sha rp ly  from t h e  estimated 557 v e s s e l s  i n  1982- 

83. 

waters because they found l o c a l  f i s h i n g  grounds more product ive i n  1983-84. 

Despi te  a d e c l i n e  i n  f leet  p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  no r the rn  C a l i f o r n i a  l and ings  were 

4.7 m i l l i o n  pounds, about t h e  same as  i n  1982-83. 

Fewer boa t s  fron! Washington and Oregon f i s h e d  i n  nor thern  C a l i f o r n i a  

The estimated t o t a l  exvesse l  va lue  o f  C a l i f o r n i a  Dungeness crab l and ings  

This  is a 96 pe rcen t  i n c r e a s e  over  t he  1982-83 landed va lue  o f  is  $9,566,000. 

$4,871,000, o r  co r rec t ed  f o r  i n f l a t i o n ,  an i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  real va lue  of 87 

percent .  

i n  1982-83 t o  $1.71 p e r  pound i n  1983-84. 

exvesse l  va lue  o f  crab l and ings  has increased  s t e a d i l y  t o  compensate f o r  lower 

production. 

The average exvesse l  price r o s e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  from $0.91 per  pound 

Over t he  l a s t  few y e a r s  t he  t o t a l  

Improved catches, s u b s t a n t i a l l y  higher  exvesse l  prices, and fewer 

v e s s e l s  combined t o  send ind iv idua l  average revenues o f  C a l i f o r n i a  crabbers 

higher  i n  1983-84. 

C a l i f o r n i a  is estimated ,a t  $24.7 thousand compared t o  only  $10.3 thousand 

earned du r ing  t h e  1982-83 season. C a l i f o r n i a  crabbers bene f i t ed  from the 

absence of a large number of Oregon and Washington v e s s e l s  t h a t  appeared off 

Aver,age revenue pe r  v e s s e l  from crab l and ings  i n  
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C a l i f o r n i a  i n  prev ious  years .  

ea rn ings  was t h e  improved San Franc isco  Bay f i s h e r y ;  t h e  exvesse l  p r i c e  o f  

crab i n  San Franc isco  s tar ted a t  $1.65, and u n l i k e  prev ious  yea r s ,  climbed 

even w i t h  t h e  i n i t i a l  g l u t  o f  crab landed a t  t h e  beginning o f  t h e  season. The 

San Franc isco  exvesse l  price peaked a t  $2.50 pe r  pound i n  1983-84 (Ta l l ey  

1985). 

Cont r ibu t ing  t o  t h e  recovery i n  v e s s e l  g r o s s  

The C a l i f o r n i a  crab f i s h e r y  showed some s i g n s  of improvement i n  19133-84. 

Whether t h e  s l i g h t  upturn  i n  l and ings  presages a r e t u r n  t o  normal ca t ches  is 

unknown; December l and ings  i n  C a l i f o r n i a  i n  1984 were s l i g h t l y  lower than 

December 1983, w h i l e  Oregon and Washington c o a s t a l  l and ings  were down 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  i n  e a r l y  1985. 

crab exvesse l  p r i c e s  should remain h igh .  

With s u p p l i e s  low r e l a t i v e  t o  h i s t o r i c a l  l e v e l s ,  

I V .  CALIFORNIA PROCESSORS AM> MARKET CONDITIONS 

C a l i f o r n i a  p rocesso r s  cont inued t o  produce whole-cooked crab f o r  

r e s t a u r a n t s  and r e t a i l  trade o u t l e t s  dur ing  the  1983-84 season. Wholesale 

p r i c e s  f o r  whole-cooked Dungeness crab ranged from $2.45-2.85 per  pound 

compared t o  8 p r i c e  range of $1.75-2.25 p e r  pound i n  1983 (Ta l l ey  1985). 

t h e  1984 price, s e v e r a l  p rocessors  r epor t ed ly  could n o t  a f fo rd  t o  sell  t h e  

whole Dungeness product.  When t h e  p r i c e  even tua l ly  reached as  h igh  as $2.70- 

2.85 per  pound, sales dec l ined  and a number of c o a s t a l  p rocessors  dropped t h e  

whole-cooked product  i n  f a v o r  o f  meat product ion (Ta l l ey  1985). Due t o  t h e  

Oregon Dungeness Crab Commission's promotional e f f o r t s ,  new markets f o r  t h e  

A t  
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whole-cooked crab product. r e s u l t e d  i n  bet ter  sales f o r  some processors  d e s p i t e  

t h e  h igh  wholesale  prices (Tal ley  1985). 

Because of i ts  unique p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e  market place, t h e  demand f o r  whole 

Dungeness crab has been r e l a t i v e l y  i n s e n s i t i v e  t o  t h e  p r i c e  changes. However, 

t h e  low supply of r e c e n t  y e a r s  on t h e  West Coast h a s  r e s u l t e d  i n  excep t iona l ly  

h igh  prices. A t  wholesalle prices above $2.50 pe r  pound, t h e  demand f o r  whole- 

cooked Dungeness crab dec l ined  i n  some of t h e  r e s t a u r a n t  and r e t a i l  chain- 

s t o r e s  (Tal ley  1985). S imi l a r ly ,  a t  prices above $9.00 p e r  pound many of t h e  

s p e c i a l t y  f r e s h - f i s h  s t o r e s  r epor t ed ly  d iscont inued  purchasing Dungeness meat 

aga in  i n  1984. 

average of  $8.75 per  pound i n  1983 t o  about  $9.50 p e r  pound i n  1984. 

shor tage  o f  Dungeness toge the r  w i t h  reduced s u p p l i e s  of  Alaskan king and 

tanner crab meat continuled t o  put  upward p res su re  on crab meat prices. 

1983-84 ha rves t  of Alask,an c rab  was only  about 75 m i l l i o n  pounds compared t o  

t h e  extremely d i sappo in t ing  1982-83 t o t a l  ha rves t  o f  110 m i l l i o n  pounds of 

k ing  and t anne r  crab.  

Wholesale prices f o r  Dungeness crab meat increased  from an 

The 

The 
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Table 1 - West Coast Dungeness Crab Landings (thousand pounds) from 1977-78 t o  
1983-84. 

1977-78 13,800 10,400 9,100 7 , 200 40,500 

1 978-7 9 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 

1982-83 5,300 4,100 4,000 11,800 25,200 

1978-79 to 9,920 11,380 6,260 11,180 38,740 
1982-83 f i v e  
year average 

1983-84 5 , 600 4 s 700 4,700 9,400 24,400 

Source: Paci f ic  Marine Fisher ies  Commission. 1978-1984. Annual Reports 
for the Commission. 



Table 2 - Estimated Exvessel Value and Average Weighted Price o f  Dungeness Crab 
Landings i n  C a l i f o r n i a  from t h e  1980-81 Season t o  1983-84 Season. 

xaar 
1980-81 

1981-82 

1982-83 

1983-84 

Nominal Reall Average 
Exvessel Exvessel Price per  

Landinns Yahc _Value Pound 

11,800,000 8,643,000 N/ A 0.73 

10,525,700 9,870, 000 4 I935 y 000 0.94 

5 , 593 , 900 9,566 , 000 4,400,000 1 .?I 

Source: 1981-82 and 1982-83 landings ,  Personal  Communication, P h i l  Swar t ze l l ,  
C a l i f o r n i a  Department o f  F i s h  and Game. 

1983-84 landings ,  C a l i f o r n i a  Department of F i sh  and Game, 1983, 1984. 
Unpublished Prel iminary Commercial Monthly Fish  Landings by Region. 

Adjusted f o r  i n f l a t i o n  us ing  t h e  GNP i m p l i c i t  price d e f l a t o r  (1972=100). 
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