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CRAB FATTENING 
Alternative Livelihood for Fisher Women 

 

1. Introduction 

Post Tsunami the need to rebuild the ecological foundations and livelihoods of the 
tsunami victims was the need of the hour. The State and Central governments and 
development organizations were at the field to bring the situation back to near 
normalcy. The Foundation keeping its principles in the forefront of being pro poor, 
pro women and pro nature, efforts were directed towards rehabilitating livelihoods 
and fostering sustainable livelihood security of the fishing communities, agriculture 
farmers, widowed women and orphaned children by the tsunami under 
rehabilitation frame based on the situation analysis.  

Based on this the Foundation took up initiatives for medium and long-term 
rehabilitation of the coastal communities. One of the rehabilitation interventions by 
MSSRF initiated in the Tsunami areas was that of restarting livelihoods through 
catalytic interventions. A micro-credit programme was implemented in three 
villages (Samiyarpettai and Muzhkuthurai in Cuddalore dt and Madavamedu in 
Nagapattinam dt and it continued to support the fishing communities to revive and 
diversify the livelihoods.  

This document gives an account of the crab fattening activity as an alternative 
livelihood option to the women of the coastal communities who were involved in 
fish and dry fish vending.  

 
2. The Approach 

Several rounds of discussions with the community members and other stake holders 
in the rehabilitation process and field visits by the staff led for a concerted effort for 
designing programmes based on the needs of the community. Bottom –up approach 
was adopted at every stage in defining and designing the action plan. The need 
assessment carried out through informal group discussion with the community 
members revealed their needs and livelihood intention to restart fishing activities 
and also showed interest to take up to other fish allied enterprise activities. Based on 
the prioritization, MSSRF extended support for various livelihood activities/ 
interventions by the groups. 

The intervention/activities and implementation process were discussed with the 
men and women of the village; self help group leaders, traditional fishermen 
panchayat leaders, leaders of elected village panchayats, local government officials 
from rural development department, forest department and NGOs. Community 
based groups/structures was initiated with representatives from all sectors of the 
community, government and non-government and they acted as the implementing 
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area in the inshore sea, estuaries, backwaters, coastal lakes and mangrove swamps. 

Scylla serrata is locally called ‘giant mud crab’. The color is greenish with white 
polygonal markings on the swimming and walking legs, chelipeds, carapace and 
with orange claws. It has deep serration and pointed frontal spines. The spines at the 
dorso-posteriar side of the merus are more prominent. 

Scylla tranquebarica has almost similar features with the serrata species except that the 
color of the chelipeds is purple and polygonal markings are only prominent at the 
cheliped and swimming legs and gradually fade towards the anterior walking legs. 
It has shallow serrated and blunt frontal spines and the spines at the dorso-posterior 
side of the merus are not as prominent as the Scylla serrata. This difference could not 

be identified at the juvenile stage. Only when their size is reached sub adult (or) >90 
g, Scylla serrata can be differentiated from the Scylla tranquebarica. The sex of the crab 
can be identified even at the juvenile stage. 

Mud crab fattening has been considered as most profitable venture and as a method 
for small-scale aquaculture as the 

• turnover is fast, and the period between investment and returns is relatively 
short 

• fattened crabs can be stocked at higher densities (15 crabs/sq m) compared to 
grow-out systems (1 crab/sq m) as no moulding occurs and therefore losses 
due to cannibalism are reduced to a great extent and  

• short production time reducing the risk of losing crabs to disease and thus 
rendering a higher survival rate for fattening (>90%) compared to grow-out 
systems (40%). 

Stocking of the Crabs and Feeding in Cages - Fibre Reinforce Plastic (FRP) Cage 
with Chambers 

Mud crab floating cage was procured from Mr. Eranniappan, Periyar Integrated Fish 
Farm, at Chennai. Cost of the cage is around Rs 5000 each. The cage made upon by 
fiber-glass and consists of nine chambers. It is durable, portable and the crabs cannot 
bite the hard plastic material. 

FRP Floating Cage 

S No Particulars Dimensions 

1 Size 1 mt * 1mt * 33cm 
2 Diameter of holes 1 inch 
3 Diameter of PVC pipe 10 cm 
4 Thickness of copper  0.2 cm 

 

Cage Culture Operation 

The cages are kept immersed in water and tied with bamboo poles for support. The 
water crabs are then released in the chambers. Since then on an average 20 to 30 days 
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residues that make the crabs unacceptable for consumption. So every care is to be 
taken for any disease outbreak. 

The level of production has been taken as an indicator of healthy or diseased crab. 
For ensuring good production and healthy fattening of the crabs starts at the 
planning stage of the venture. At each step of planning and production, questions 
and answers should be anticipated on how to decrease the possibility of pathogen 
entry and environmental contamination. These considerations include the following:  

• Selection of the crabs  

• Feed quality and feeding practices  

• Harvesting and transportation  

• Detailed record keeping  

 

6. Economics of Crab Fattening Activity 

The economics of the crab fattening activity is given below, which clearly indicate 
the cost involved and the profits made through this. 

Financial viability 

Cage size 1 square meter with 9 inner segments 
Culture period 20 – 30 days 
Stocking density  1 / each inner segment 
Survival 90% 
Initial price for crab Rs. 100/ kg 
Cycles per year 8 

Farm gate price Rs. 250 / kg 
 

Optimum water quality parameters 

Water temperature  25 to 35 degree Celsius 
Water salinity  10 to 35 ppt 
Dissolved oxygen  > 4 ppm 
PH 8.0 to 8.5 
Water depth  >80 to 100 cm 
Desirable water color Golden brown 
Transparency 30 to 40 cm 
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• While transporting the crabs either after purchase for fattening or taking them 
to the market, these crabs could not survive high temperature, so the women 
always wrapped the perforated bags with wet cloth to maintain a cool 
climate, thus reducing the mortality rate due to the heat outside. 

• The women also suggested for the design of the cages which stopped the 
crabs from escaping and entering into the other compartments of the cage. 

• The compartments within the cage were such that it was hard enough so that 
the crabs could not bite to cross over. 

 

10. Challenges Faced  

The challenges faced by women involved in crab fattening are given below: 
 

• Crabs dying due to over heat of water 

• Lack of sufficient space for one kilogram crabs’ 

• Settlement of Oyster and planktons on carapace 

• Breakage and damage of legs due to in sufficient space in the cage 

• Problem in locking the cage 

• Shortage of mud crabs 
 

11. Suggestions 

During the interaction with the women involved in the crab fattening activity, on the 
issues they have been facing, the following suggestions emerged: 

• The cage should be kept in running water and some coconut leaf are to be 
spread over cage 

• Periodical cleaning of crabs and cage once in a week 

• Putting some quantity of soil inside the cage  

• Copper locks are to be used  

• Set up hatchery and grow crabs in ponds, so the water crabs could be availed  

 

12. Other Considerations 

While various technical parameters are to be considered for the crab fattening 
activity, other factors are to be taken into account are:  

• There must be a sufficient supply of stocking materials in the locality 

• The site should be away from domestic and industrial effluents 

• Storage facilities required for unprocessed feed 

• The farming site should be protected from poachers 
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• Adequate electricity, communication and conveyance facility must be 
available 

 
13. Conclusion 

This is the first time that a community-based crab fattening project has been 
implemented for alternative livelihood purposes especially for the fisher women. 
This has proved to be a great success not only in terms of generating extra income to 
the family through the SHGs but also in creating an awareness among fisher folk 
about the value of marine resources and the need for conservation and sustainable 
utilization. Active participation, infrastructure, hand holding support from the 
Foundation, financial support from the Community Bank funded by the Friends of 
MSSRF- Asia Initiatives has made the project successful. Madavamedu crab 
fattening unit thus has become a model for the establishment of similar projects in 
the other fishing villages along the coastline, where the Fish for All project has been 
set up at Kaveripoompattinam of the Sirkazhi taluk of Nagapattinam in Tamil Nadu. 
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