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There is nothing more decadent 
than a dinner of big, fresh Mud Crab you 
have caught yourself, shared with family and 
friends. A feed of Mud Crab is more than a 
meal; it’s an experience. There’s a process 
involved, and sometimes you get as much 
on you as in you. It’s not a place for fine 
silverware. It’s a bit primitive, and a lot tasty. 

But don’t you hate it when you catch a nice big  
Mud Crab, painstakingly prepare and cook 
your quarry, sit down at the table, expectantly 
crack the first claw…and find…nothing? A big 
hollow shell with a tiny amount of meat. You 
crack another, and the same result. It’s such 
an anti climax.

Because Mud Crab (and other Arthropods) 
have a hard exoskeleton which doesn’t 
stretch, they need to shed their shell or moult 
regularly throughout their lifecycle and grow 
a new one. Unfortunately this means that 
from time to time you catch a crab which 
has recently moulted, and so has plenty of 
growing room in its new shell, and not much 
meat. 

In fact immediately after moulting meat can 
make up as little as 20% of a crab’s total body 
weight.  Within three or four weeks the meat 
content within the shell has increased until 
the crab body and claws become full: prime 
for the picking and makes up almost 40% of 
the the total weight.  

Wouldn’t it be great if there was a way you 
could tell when you catch a crab if it is full 
of succulent meat and ready to eat, or if it 
needed to go back to grow a little more, and 
improve in condition in the process?  Thanks 
to a study funded by the Fisheries Research 
and Development Corporation, now there is. 

Researchers got together 
with commercial Mud 
Crabbers and recreational 
fishers as part of this project 
to develop an easy to follow 
way to work out whether a 
Mud Crab is ready to eat.

 They came up with an easy to use grading 
system, for which Mud Crab are allocated 
one of three grades (A, B or C) based on their 
quality. The grade is determined by assessing 
the level of wear and tear an animal has 
endured, and how lively they are, and whether 
their shell has any flex in it. 

The reason for testing the level of flex in 
a crab’s shell is because the project team 
learned that there are a number of areas on 
the crab shell where hardness can be tested, 
and provide a good indication of meat content 
(ie flexible shell generally signifies low meat 
content, and a uniformly hard, inflexible shell 
indicates high meat content. 
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The site you don’t want to see.(Photos Chris Calogeras)

Thats more like it!.(Photos Chris Calogeras)

Ensuring a 
good feed of 
Mud Crab is 
as easy as...  



A simple  Youtube video 
explaining how the grading system works is 
provided below:
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?feature=player_
embedded&v=I6hfSyYfhtc

It’s important that crabs are tested in the right 
areas though. But before you start remember 
that a muddie can reach under its body and 
give you a nasty nip – so be very careful!!  
Therefore if you can  it’s always a good idea 
to first secure the pincers of each crab firmly 
before trying to handle them in this way.

If you are after a full Male Mud Crab test on 
the underside of the carapace). Simply hold 
the crab in both hands, with palms facing 
upwards and the abdominal flap of the crab 
facing upwards (see pic). To test for shell flex, 
place your thumbs on the middle segments 
(next to the 2nd walking legs and either side 
of the flap) and press gently (see pic). 

If the shell has no give then press more firmly 
to see if there is any shell flex on either side. 
You can test each of the six segments if you 
wish but the middle segments are the last 
ones to harden up and if solid, the others will 
also. 

Flexible shells signify lower 
quality crab where no flex 
means the crab is most 
likely full of meat.
For those of you who can take female mud 
crabs (Not you if you are in Queensland!!!).  
You test for flex on the top of the carapace by 
holding a crab in your palms (abdominal flap 
facing down) and placing your thumbs on the 
carapace in line with the widest part of the 
carapace and where the string is (or would be 
if the crab was tied up) and pressing gently. If 
the shell has no give then press more firmly 
to see if there is any shell flex.  

If the shell clicks or flexes it 
signifies lower quality crab where no flex 
means the crab is most likely full of meat.

Project team member Chris Calogeras said 
“we’re really happy with the results of this 
project, which can help both recreational 

and commercial fishers, as well as seafood 
consumers and restaurant owners to ensure 
that the crabs they select for the table or to 
eat at home are the highest quality possible.” 

So use these techniques next time you’re 
checking your pots to ensure that you aren’t 
disappointed with your next feed of Muddies!

Testing a male by pressing gently on the middle segments.(Photos Chris Calogeras)

Testing a female by pressing gently on the widest part of the carspace to test for flex.

(Photos Chris Calogeras)

Fact Box
If you have a question relating to 
science and recreational fishing simply 
email Recfishing Research at:
matt.barwick@recfishingresearch.org 
and we will answer your question in the 
next edition!

More Information
For more information  on project 
2011/225 “Using Industry Expertise to 
Build a National Scheme for Grading of 
Live Mud Crabs” go to 

http://www.c-aid.com.au/mud-crabs/


