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Alaska King Crab Research and 
Rehabilitation Program
Boom, then bust
Alaska�s king crab �sheries were once the envy of the world. 
From Southeast Alaska to the Bering Sea, Alaska waters 
supported a king crab bonanza, and thriving �sheries to 
harvest them.

For decades, Kodiak Island �shermen enjoyed bountiful 
harvests of red king crab. At its peak in 1965, �shermen 
caught 94 million pounds of the giant crustacean, valued 
at $12.2 million. In Bristol Bay, �shermen caught 130 million 
pounds of red king crab, worth $115 million during the 1980 
season. And in the frigid Bering Sea waters of the Pribilof 
Islands and St. Matthew Island, 14 million pounds of blue king 
crab, worth about $10 million, �lled the pots of the region�s 
�shermen during the 1981 season.

But the king crab boom was not to last. By the early 1980s, 
king crab stocks had begun a precipitous decline across the 
Alaska �shing grounds. The collapse of the Kodiak red king 
crab stock took with it a signi�cant portion of the island�s 
economy. And despite more than two decades of �shery 
closures, the Kodiak stock has shown no sign of recovery. In 
the Bering Sea, two distinct stocks of blue king crab also have 
not fared well. Today, the stocks remain depressed, and the 
�shery has been closed since 1999.

Grassroots call to action
At the request of Kodiak and Pribilof Island �shermen, Alaska 
Sea Grant convened a workshop in March 2006 that brought 
�shermen together with scientists and managers to discuss 
hatchery enhancement as a way to rebuild red and blue 
king crab. Experts from around the world explained that 
enhancement of wild crab stocks is scienti�cally feasible. 
During the workshop, �shermen endorsed enhancement 
as a tool for restoring king crab stocks and revitalizing the 
�sheries. 

Stock enhancement involves raising crab larvae in a hatchery 
and releasing juveniles into the wild to increase the size of 
existing wild crab stocks. 

Partnership formed to rebuild red  
and blue king crab stocks
Alaska Sea Grant has joined with regional �shermen�s groups, 
the Alaska Department of Fish and Game, NOAA Fisheries, the 
Alutiiq Pride Shell�sh Hatchery, Chugach Region Resources 
Commission, and the University of Alaska Fairbanks School 
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NOAA Fisheries research biologists Sara Persselin 
and Brad Stevens display one of 32 red king crabs 
collected in waters around Kodiak Island for use in a 
collaborative e�ort to rebuild Kodiak�s red king crab 
stocks. Photo courtesy NOAA Fisheries.
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