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HALF MOON BAY, Calif.—The Central California crab season isn't looking good this year, and some fishermen are already heading home. 

Some crabbers say the season, which began Saturday, is the worst they've seen in more than a decade. 

Crab specialist Peter Kalvass, a senior biologist with the Department of Fish and Game, attributes the sudden shortage to natural environmental factors. 

The Dungeness crab fishery tends to move in peaks and troughs. After a record season in 2004, the harvest has been declining, and Kalvass says the numbers likely will remain low before they improve again, most likely in 2010-11. 

Experts say more crab will hit the market once the Northern California crab season begins Dec. 1. The region from Fort Bragg to the Oregon border typically harvests three times as much crab.
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PRINCETON-BY-THE-SEA — Crab fishers headed home Monday downcast and with few Dungeness crabs to show for their frenzied efforts during the season opener last weekend, putting a strain on the Thanksgiving market for the delicate treat.

At this time in a normal year, hundreds of boats would be scooping up thousands of adult crabs around the Farallon Islands in the two-week period before the wily invertebrates start skittering farther westward toward the continental shelf.

This year, local fishers say the ocean is so barren of adult crabs it reminds them of the days before the advent of the Clean Water Act.

Some crabbers are already packing up their gear. The big boats that came down from Oregon and other northern harbors to get an early jump on the Central California crab season have already left. Judging by the number of crabs they saw on the way home, it looks as though the crabs are missing up north, too. 

"We've been averaging one crab a pot. I've never seen it this bad," said Bill Webb, sounding dazed Monday. Like many other fishers at Pillar Point Harbor near Half Moon Bay, Webb fishes for salmon and received a compensation check from the federal government after the unprecedented collapse of the Chinook salmon fishery last spring.

But that money only covered half the price Webb was getting for his fish, and he, like dozens of other Bay Area fishers, was staking his survival on a successful crab season.

"If this season ends up being a bust, I think a lot of us aren't going to be able to survive. I spent a lot of money on pots, buoys and rope to get ready and I'm worried about getting enough to make up for what I've spent," he said. 

Crab specialist Peter Kalvass, a senior biologist with the Department of Fish and Game in Fort Bragg, attributed the sudden shortage of crab to natural environmental factors rather than any man-made problem at sea.

For reasons not fully explained by science, the Dungeness crab fishery has always moved in peaks and troughs — four years or so of great success, followed by four years of comparatively weaker production. 

For example, fishers caught 3.4 million pounds of crab in the greater Bay Area last winter, down from a record of 6 million pounds in 2004-05. In 2001-02, the season only yielded 1.6 million pounds.

Kalvass believes the numbers will continue to decline before they improve, most likely in 2010-11.

"The season after next looks really promising for crab. Fishers are seeing lot of crabs that are 4 to 5 inches wide and they look like they're in good condition," he said.

Many possible reasons exist for the latest decline, according to Kalvass. An El Niño weather pattern in 2002-03 stirred up the deepest ocean currents, bringing nutrient-rich plankton to the surface of the ocean for newborn crabs to feast on as they began their two- to four-year journey toward adulthood.

But their offspring were not so lucky, and the subsequent competition for food meant few survived. The number of crab traps on the ocean floor has also increased in recent years, and Kalvass suggested that might have something to do with it, too.

One hidden liability of the crab craze amid a supply crunch is a higher per-pound price that will reward fishers but punish customers who have waited months to taste the sweet and juicy crustaceans.

On Sunday, visitors were lined up along the pier at Pillar Point Harbor to buy crab off the few boats offering some. The fishers sold out in an hour. 

Crab lovers now have to shell out $14 for a small crab at Alioto's Crab Stand No. 9 at Fisherman's Wharf, and prices could go up, said Richard Coco, the crab-stand keeper on duty Monday afternoon.

He acknowledged the crabs were hard to find this year but said his restaurant would always have some because of their connections. 

"Everyone has their way of getting some of the good stuff," he said. "It's like the moonshine days back in Prohibition. It's not what you know, it's who you know around here."


