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Blue Swimmer Crab 
(Portunus pelagicus)
exPloitation status Fully Fished

An important recreational and commercial species. Biological data collected for Wallis Lake indicate high 
fishing pressure in this estuary, with fishing mortality estimated to be greater than natural mortality.

 scientiFic name common name comment

Portunus pelagicus blue swimmer crab Sometimes recorded as sand crabs in 
historic catch records.

Portunus pelagicus
Image © Bernard Yau

Background
The blue swimmer crab (Portunus pelagicus) 
inhabits coastal waters in all Australian states 
except Tasmania, and is also widely distributed 
throughout the Indo-Pacific region. In NSW 
waters, blue swimmer crabs are found primarily 
within estuaries and inshore coastal waters. 
In estuaries, they are found in mud, sand and 
seagrass habitats, and are often buried in the 
sediment. Blue swimmer crabs mostly prey 
on slow-moving invertebrates such as bivalve 
molluscs, crustaceans and worms, but also 
scavenge on material including dead fish and 
squid. 

In NSW a number of other species of crabs 
are sometimes landed in smaller numbers, 
including the common sand crab, Ovalipes 
australiensis, and the three-spotted crab, P. 
sanguinolentus.

Based on research in SA and WA, blue 
swimmer crabs are likely to spawn in both 
lower estuarine and oceanic waters, with peak 
spawning expected in spring or summer. The 
larvae may drift well out to sea before settling 
in shallow estuarine or inshore waters, similar 
to those inhabited by adults. Blue swimmer 
crabs reach the minimum legal size at almost 10 
months of age and can grow to a maximum size 
in excess of 9.5 cm carapace length (CL) and live 
for up to 3 years. In a recent study it was found 
that the estimated size at which 50% of females 
and males reached maturity was 4.6 cm and  
4.4 cm CL, respectively. 

Blue swimmer crabs are caught in crab pots, 
hoop nets and mesh nets in the Estuary General 
Fishery, and are also caught as an incidental 
catch in the Estuary Prawn Trawl and Ocean 
Trawl Fisheries. There is also a large recreational 
catch.
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 additional  notes
Commercial landings and catch rates by crab •	
potting have declined in recent years - the 
reasons for this need to be investigated.

Five estuaries account for 95% of the •	
commercial catch, with Wallis Lake being the 
most important.

Populations in Wallis Lake are subject to very •	
high levels of mortality (Johnson, 2007).

Ocean prawn trawling appears to catch •	
mature female crabs, but landings are small.

Length-based monitoring of commercial •	
catches is continuing at Wallis Lake - there 
has been little change in the size composition 
of commercial landings since 2005/06.

recreational landings are likely to be greater •	
than the commercial catch, but no recent 
estimates are available.

There is a minimum legal length of 6 cm •	
carapace length and a recreational bag limit 
of 20 blue swimmer crabs.

catch
Recreational Catch of Blue Swimmer Crab

The annual recreational harvest of blue 
swimmer crab in NSW is likely to lie between 
150 and 310 t. This estimate is based upon the 
results of the offsite National recreational and 
Indigenous Fishing Survey (Henry and Lyle, 
2003) and onsite surveys undertaken by  
I & I NSW.
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Commercial landings (including available historical 
records) of blue swimmer crab for NSW from 1978/79 to 
2008/09 for all fishing methods.

Historical Landings of Blue Swimmer Crab
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Reported landings of blue swimmer crab by NSW 
commercial fisheries from 1997/98. * Fisheries which 
contribute less than 2.5% of the landings are excluded 
for clarity and privacy.

Ocean Prawn Trawl (Key Secondary Species)

Estuary General (Key Secondary Species)

* Estuary Prawn Trawl (Byproduct Species) 

Landings by Commercial Fishery of Blue Swimmer 
Crab
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The length distribution of blue swimmer crabs in 
commercial landings from Wallis Lake ranged between 6 
and 10 cm carapace length (CL), and remained relatively 
stable between 2006/07 and 2008/09.  The minimum 
legal length of blue swimmer crabs in NSW is 6 cm CL. 

Catch rates of blue swimmer crab harvested using crab 
potting for NSW. Two indicators are provided: (1) median 
catch rate (lower solid line); and (2) 90th percentile of 
the catch rate (upper dashed line). Note that catch rates 
are not a robust indicator of abundance in many cases. 
Caution should be applied when interpreting these 
results.

Catch Per Unit Effort Information of Blue Swimmer 
Crab Harvested by Crab Potting in NSW

Length Frequency of Blue Swimmer Crab 
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Growth curve for blue swimmer crab using parameters 
from Johnson (2007). Lengths are presented as carapace 
length (CL). 

Growth Curve for Blue Swimmer Crab
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