
I-Spy Crabs at Stokes Bay

The common shore crab has a shell
(carapace) that is much broader than long ,
which can be up to 8 cm across. 
The front of the shell is serrated with five
upturned spikes on either side and three
rounded lobes between the eyes. 
The first pair of legs have well developed
pincers . Its colour is highly variable from
dark green to orange and red. 

Common shore crab
(Carcinus maenas)

Hermit crabs adopt a seashell as a lair,
which it carries on its back, hence the name.
It will occupy and shell such as a whelk or
periwinkle. As the hermit crab grows in size,
it must find a larger shell and abandon the
previous one. The carapace, which is soft
and reddish brown in colour and  can be up
to 35mm in length. The legs of the hermit
crab are covered in small teeth. 

Hermit crab (Pagurus
bernhardus)

You may find an empty shell washed up at
Stokes Bay.The edible crab is a large crab of
a reddish-brown colour, having a heavy, oval
carapace with a characteristic “pie crust”
edge and black tips to the claws.  Its claw
pincers are black, slightly unequal in shape
and toothed. It legs have tufts of stiff hair in
rows.

Edible, or brown crab
(Cancer pagurus)

You will not find this living on the beach at
Stokes Bay but you may find an empty shell
washed up along the high tide mark.
This is common along the south coast and is
a very large crab up to 20cm long, with a
very spiny shell with lots of bumps and sharp
bits.  It’s shell is orange, yellowish or reddish
-brown in colour with long spindly legs like a
spider.

Common spider crab
(Maja brachydactyla
Balss)

Found one!

A crab has a soft body which outgrows its shell as it gets older so it has to shed the old one before growing a
new one. At Stokes Bay you can find empty,discarded crab shells along the beach at the high water mark but
to find a living crab you will need to search the rock pools at the west end of the beach, exposed during low
tide, near the River Alver outfall. Take care whilst searching and remember your water safety. 

These crab shells were found at Stokes Bay along
the high tide mark. 
Can you identify these crabs using the details
above?
Edible Crab
Shore Crab
Spider Crab



If you have found this sheet useful why not visit our
website. www.friendsofstokesbay.co.uk
Or better still, join us and work with us to safeguard
the environment of Stokes Bay for present and

future generations.

Crab Anatomy

Edible Crab Hermit Crab Shore Crab Spider Crab

• Crabs are technically decapod crustaceans. They have a hard shell (carapace) made of chitin,
which is really an external skeleton. 

• Crabs are ten legged (five pairs of legs) and they walk sideways, although they can move
forwards very slowly. 

• The front pair of legs, formed as pincers (claws), are used for feeding. The middle sets are
used for walking. The rear pair are  used for swimming. Crabs have large compound eyes
made of hundreds of tiny lenses.

• There are more than five thousand species of crab around the world. 
• They are found mostly in salt water off our coasts but also in brackish and fresh water. 
• Typically they live for 2 to 3 years and during that time they shed their shell many times in

order to grow.  During the first two years, crabs shed their shell several times a year,
increasing in size with every successive molt. 

• The smallest known species is the pea crab which is a few millimetres wide and the largest is
the Japanese Spider Crab which can be 4 metres between its claws. 

• The collective name for the group of crabs is a cast.
• Crabs communicate with each other by drumming or waving their pincers.
• Male crabs often fight with each other over females or hiding holes.
• Crabs are omnivores (meaning they eat both meat and plants), they feed mainly on algae, but

also bacteria, other crustaceans, molluscs, worms, and fungi.

Crab Facts


