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Gulf of Maine Research Institute Vital Signs Program Chinese Mitten Crab Species Card

Chinese mitten crab
Eriocheir sinensis

Freshwater & Coastal

The shell (carapace) has four spines on either side, and 
reaches a width of approximately 3 inches (80 mm).

The legs of the adult crab are generally more than twice as 
long as the width of the carapace. The claws are equal in size.

Chinese mitten crabs are omnivores, eating both plants and 
animals.

The Chinese mitten crab is a cousin of the invasive Asian shore 
crab but unlike the Asian shore crab, the Chinese mtten crab 
has small hairs on its claws.  It is the only crab in North 
America that can be found in freshwater.

The main identifying features of the mitten crab are the 
dense patches of hairs on the white-tipped claws of larger 
juveniles and adults.
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The Chinese mitten crab is native to the Yellow Sea in Korea 
and China. This crab is thought to have arrived from China as 
larvae in ballast water. Mitten crabs migrate into the sea for 
reproduction, but spend the rest of their lives in the freshwater.
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Invasive to Maine
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Northeast Aquatic Nuisance Species Panel Mitten Crab Information Sheet

Mitten Crab
Eriocheir sinensis

History
*  Between 2005-2008, 19 individuals were confirmed along
the U.S. Atlantic coast in the Chesapeake Bay (2005-2007),
Delaware Bay (2007), Hudson River (2007-2008), and
Raritan Bay and Toms River, New Jersey (2008)
*  In Quebec, specimens have been collected from St.
Lawrence River at Notre-Dame-de-Pierreville in 2004 and
Quebec City in 2005
*  Both females and males have been found, but an
established reproductive population in eastern U.S. has not
been confirmed as of the summer of 2008

Characteristics
*  Light brown to olive green
*  Carapace (shell) up to 4 in (10 cm) wide
*  4 lateral spines on each side of carapace
*  Notch between the eyes
*  Claws hairy with white tips
*  Claws normally equal in size
*  Legs longer than twice the carapace width

Habitat
*  Estuaries, lakes, riparian zones, water courses, wetlands
*  Burrows in the bottom and banks of freshwater rivers and
estuaries
*  Tolerates wide range of temperatures
*  Catadromous life cycle: begins as estuarine larva, migrates
into
freshwater streams for 1-4 years, then returns to coast to
reproduce
*  Able to survive in highly polluted aquatic habitats
*  Adept at walking on land and around barriers

Known Distribution
*  Native to east Asia
*  Chesapeake Bay, Delaware Bay, Hudson River, New
Jersey, Quebec

Impacts
*  Efficient predator and competitor for foodl; may have a
profound effect on native biological communities
*  Damage to fishing gear
*  Clogged pumps, screens, and intake pipes
*  Burrowing activity may accelerate erosion of banks and
levees

Mitten crab (Eriocheir sinensis)
Credit: Christian Fischer
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Salem Sound Coast Watch Mitten Crab Identification Card

Eriocheir sinensis
Chinese mitten crab

PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION
•	 Dense fuzzy patches on claws of adults and larger juveniles (>1 inch)
•	 Regenerated claws and claws of smaller juveniles may not have fuzz
•	 Claws are equally sized and white-tipped
•	 Four lateral spines on each side of carapace (shell); notch between the eyes
•	 Carapace light-brown to olive green color; width up to 4 in (10 cm)
•	 Sharp-tipped walking legs of adult over twice as long as carapace width 

HABITAT PREFERENCE
•	 Catadromous life cycle: begins as estuarine larva, migrates into
  freshwater streams for 1-4 years, then returns to coast to reproduce
•	 Burrows in the bottom and banks of freshwater rivers and estuaries
•	 Tolerates a wide range of temperatures
•	 Able to survive in highly altered and polluted aquatic habitats
•	 Adept at walking on land and around barriers
•	 Nondiscriminating omnivores that consume plants and prey on fish 
 and benthic invertebrates (clams, worms, shrimp)
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Appendix IV: State- and Province-Specific Rapid Response Resources

Maine

Rapid Response Plan for Invasive Aquatic Plants, Fish, and Other Fauna – Part 2. Fish and Other Fauna Protocol
http://www.maine.gov/dep/water/invasives/rrp_part2final.pdf

Massachusetts

Rapid Response to Aquatic Invasive Species Introductions
http://www.mass.gov/eea/agencies/czm/program-areas/aquatic-invasive-species/response/

Lake Champlain Basin (Vermont and New York, USA and Quebec, Canada)

Lake Champlain Basin Rapid Response Action Plan for Aquatic Invasive Species
http://www.lcbp.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/2009-AIS-Rapid-Response-Plan.pdf


