
Increasing the Deadliest Catch
To kick off the first experiments, the Alaska Department of Fish and Game  
harvested a few egg-bearing red king crab near Kodiak Island and air-shipped 
them to the Alutiiq Pride Shellfish Hatchery in Seward, Alaska. There Alaska Sea 
Grant researchers began their odyssey to discover how to mass culture king crabs. 

AKCRRAB researchers 
conduct laboratory and 
field research to assess 
how different physi-
cal and living habitat 
structures promote or 
impede survival of juve-
nile crabs.

AKCRRAB research has 
determined the optimal 
water temperature, 
feed, and other critical 
factors to achieve the 
fastest healthy growth 
to juvenile stage in a 
hatchery setting.

ASG graduate student, Celeste 
Leroux, places the newly arrived 
crabs from Kodiak into holding 
tanks at the University of Alaska 
Fairbanks Seward Marine Center.

Federal fisheries observer, Jeff 
Sleer, displays a blue king crab 
captured near the Pribilof Islands 
for use in AKCRRAB studies.

From boom to bust
Decades ago, Alaska’s red and blue king crab fisheries boomed and many 
fishermen made fortunes pursuing these crabs—popularly known today 
as the Deadliest Catch. But by the mid 1980s, the king crab fisheries went 
bust. Despite closures and other restrictions, king crab populations remain 
a small fraction of what they were in the fishery’s glory years.  

It worked once. Can it work again?
In the 1980s, Alaska’s disappearing wild salmon stocks were restored to greatness partly 
through development of a huge hatchery system that uses native Alaska salmon to augment 
stocks that spawn in the wild.

Could a similar approach help restore king crab populations? In 2006, Alaska Sea Grant decided 
to work with fishermen, state and federal fishery managers, and university scientists to find 
out. The project, funded primarily by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 
was dubbed the Alaska King Crab Research, Rehabilitation and Biology Program (AKCRRAB).

Multimillion dollar questions
Can large numbers of king crab be economically cultivated?

Can hatchery-cultured king crabs survive in the wild?

Will hatchery-cultivated king crabs adversely affect wild stocks?

And the ultimate question, can Alaska’s king crab fisheries be restored via  
large-scale hatchery culture?

Progress
AKCRRAB scientists increased king crab production from fewer than 1,000 
juveniles in the first year of laboratory trials in 2007, to 108,000 juveniles in 2010. 

Successful production of juvenile king crabs provides AKCRRAB researchers 
with the animals they need to conduct studies to fully understand king crab life 
history and the conditions in potential large-scale hatchery production. 

The unprecedented successful hatchery production of so many robust juvenile 
blue and red king crabs suggests there is realistic potential to mass culture them.
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AKCRRAB is a remarkable partnership among regional fishermen’s groups, 
coastal communities, NOAA Fisheries, the Alutiiq Pride Shellfish Hatchery, 
Chugach Regional Resources Commission, and the University of Alaska 
Fairbanks School of Fisheries and Ocean Sciences. This coalition of state, 
federal, and stakeholder groups views the effort as important to the region’s 
long-term economic development and sustainability.

Bering Strait region Alaska Sea 
Grant Marine Advisory Agent, 
Heidi Herter, retrieves a crab 
pot through a hole in the sea 
ice near St. Matthew Island to 
capture egg-bearing blue king 
crabs for AKCRRAB studies.

An age-0 red king crab nestles 
into a hydroid during a field 
predation study.

Crabs that survived a laboratory 
study involving cod as predators 
hide inside hydroids. Hydroids 
are common structural 
invertebrates.

Recently hatched red king 
crabs (zoea stage). King crabs 
take about eight years to reach 
reproductive maturity.

Red king crab eggs with larvae 
visible inside.

Lia Domke studied the effects of 
water temperature and pH on the 
metabolic rate of juvenile blue king 
crabs. She entered her project in 
the 2010 Southeast Alaska Regional 
Science Fair where it won the Goldbelt 
Corporation People’s Choice Award 
for Excellence, and the U.S. Office 
of Naval Research Naval Science 
Award for Excellence. Lia advanced 
to the Intel International Science 
and Engineering Fair in San Jose, 
California.

Esra Siddeek investigated effects of 
king crab body size on cannibalism 
and limb loss, using hatchery-cultured 
juvenile red king crabs from the 
Alutiiq Pride Shellfish Hatchery. She 
entered the Southeast Alaska Regional 
Science Fair and won the University of 
Alaska College Savings Plan Award.

Jaspri Sylvan volunteers helping 
AKCRRAB researchers in the Fisheries 
Divison of the University of Alaska 
Fairbanks School of Fisheries and 
Ocean Sciences, Juneau Center. Jaspri 
said, “I have learned what it takes to 
create an experiment and of the time, 
commitment, and enthusiasm it takes 
to follow it through. My involvement 
with king crab research has spurred 
me to become a marine biologist, 
and I plan on pursuing my interest in 
college.”

High school 
students work 
with AKCRRAB
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Can Alaska king crab regain its long-lost throne?


