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Living in balance with wild 
and domestic carnivores

Are Matriarchal!

H yenas are mammals and omnivores that are part of the 
Hyaenidae family.1&2 There are three species of Hyena- 

Spotted, Brown and Striped.

Spotted Hyenas are the largest of these. They can live to be 25 
years old. They have a great sense of hearing and sight, and 
they’re capable of running quickly for long periods of time.1 These 
hyenas are very social and have a complex social hierarchy. They 
often live in clans, which can be made up of up to 100 hyenas, 
and they are matriarchal (female-led). The females will stay with 
the same group, while the males will disperse to other groups.3 
The female hyenas are slightly larger than the males and they are 
also more aggressive. Any hyena within the pack is subject to the 
social rank within the group. It determines everything from how 
they hunt, eat, and fight.2

Spotted Hyenas may hunt as a group or on their own. Sometimes 
they’ll scavenge animals that have been killed by another animal.1 
When hunting individually, they’ll go after rabbits, jackals, and 
bat-eared foxes, while when hunting as a group, they’ll go after 
bigger animals like wildebeests or antelope.1&2 They often have 
conflicts with lions – lions are the only predator to the Spotted 
Hyena besides humans. After a group of hyenas has taken down 
prey, lions will often come around and steal it from them. Lions 
and hyenas will face off against each other to claim the prey.2

Overall, these hyenas are considered of Least Concern, according 
to the IUCN.1 However, that doesn’t mean they don’t face any 
threats. They often face conflicts with humans, which only is 
made worse by deforestation – this forces hyenas to get closer to 
humans. Drought is also a major threat.2

By Chris Anderson

Sources:
1. nationalgeographic.com/

animals/mammals/facts/spot-
ted-hyena?loggedin=true

2. animals.sandiegozoo.org/
animals/spotted-hyena

3. discoverwildlife.com/news/
girl-power-why-do-female-
spotted-hyenas-rule-the-
pack/

SPOTTED HYENAS

“ 
They often live 
in clans, which 
can be made 
up of up to 100 
hyenas, and they 
are matriarchal 
(female-led).
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Giant 
 Sea Bass

By Chris Anderson

For sources, visit wolfcenter.org/c3

They don’t chase 
down their prey, 
instead preying on 
species that live 
closer to the bottom 
of the sea, such as 
crabs, lobsters, sting 
rays, small sharks, 
octopuses, and squids.1

Can Weigh UP TO 700 Pounds!

G iant Sea Bass are a critically 
endangered species that play an 

important role in their ecosystem. They 
are apex predators, and so they have 
influence over the rest of the food chain 
and provide balance.1

These fish are found off the coast of 
California in areas that contain kelp 
forests.2 They also live very long lives – 
they can live about as long as humans 
can. They also reach incredible lengths. 
When they are a year old, they’ll be 
about six inches long. However, as they 
mature, they can reach lengths up to 
seven feet.3

Young Giant Sea Bass are black and orange. As they grow older, they turn darker, 
ending up a gray or black color.3 Because they live such long lives, they repro-
duce at older ages – usually between 11 and 13 years old.1

Giant Sea Bass were plenty off the coast of California before 1950. Overfishing 
then brought down their numbers drastically.1 Aquariums and universities have 
tried to step in and breed them as part of conservation efforts, but they are hard 
to breed in captivity. However, some success has led to the raising of Giant Sea 
Bass in captivity and then releasing them back into the wild with radio transmit-
ters to learn more about how to help them.2

Sometimes biologists need to learn more about a specific species in order to fig-
ure out how best to help them. Learning about different species gives us insight 
into how these animals actually are and allows us to connect with wildlife in a way 
we haven’t before.
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CHECK OUT THESE GREAT BACK-
TO-SCHOOL BUYS!  

WERC creates important learning products that teach about wolves in 
classrooms. It’s true and YOU can help us get these into classrooms in your 
hometown or city! 

Make a $50 donation and provide the name of a student, teacher, or a fa-
vorite elementary, middle, or high school science class and we’ll ship them 
straight away -- from YOU!  Donate online or use the enclosed envelope to 
make your donation today to support learning about wolves everywhere.

Visit our online shop to find a wide array of WERC gear, 
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iwerc.myshopify.com
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A nyone who has walked on the beach at night along the East Coast may have 
spotted a quick flash of eyeshine dart away and disappear.  These spooky 

occurrences are the work of a common, yet seldomly seen, mesocarnivore of 
the Atlantic sand dune community.  The nocturnal behavior of the Atlantic ghost 
crab is one of the reasons it achieved such a name.  Although their secretive 
lifestyle keeps them hidden from most beachgoers, this crab is an important 
link in the trophic cascade of sandy beach ecology and a valuable indicator of 
habitat health.
Cryptically colored to match their sandy surroundings, Atlantic ghost crabs are 
pale yellow to grayish with irregular darker spots scattered across the carapace.  
No matter the color of the carapace, every crab has bright white claws.  Multi-
ple studies have shown that Atlantic ghost crabs can change their coloration to 
match their surroundings, a camouflage adaptation seen in other marine species.  
However, this color alteration is not instant but rather takes about a month to 
complete.

Adult carapaces average around two inches in width but have been recorded 
as large as three inches across in healthy systems. Males are usually larger than 
females, as with many crab species.  Related to the popular fiddler crabs, Atlantic 
ghost crabs also have unequal chelipeds, or claws, with one growing about double 
the size of the other.  However, both male and female ghost crabs have one large 
and one small claw, unlike the exaggeratedly large claw of only male fiddler crabs.

float away as planktonic zygotes, drifting wherever the sea takes them.

After six stages of development in the ocean, the metamorphosed immature crabs 
climb upon the shore where they will live for the remainder of their lives.  Young 
ghost crabs build burrows near the water line as they require more frequent jour-
neys into the surf to wet their small gills and to keep away from older crabs, who 
are known to prey upon the immatures.  After one year, both males and females 
reach maturity and can reproduce.  Most ghost crabs only live for about three 
years.

ECOLOGY
Atlantic ghost crabs are considered both omnivores and scavengers, consuming 
whatever the dynamic beach environment provides.  When on the hunt, they 
seek out small clams and mole crabs at the intertidal zone but will also eat marine 
worms or insects along the way if found.  When in sea turtle territory, the crabs will 
often raid the underground nests, stealing the eggs.  This unfortunate behavior is 
under scrutiny where protections are established for endangered turtles and some 
eradication of local crab populations has been conducted to protect the nests.

When prey is not readily available, ghost crabs will graze upon dune grasses, 
seaweed, and tidal wrack (detritus) that washes ashore.  Their nocturnal nature 
prevents many predators from having an opportunity to prey upon them, how-
ever, gulls and other shore birds lead the list of top predators.  Burrowing owls 
and other raptors are known to dine upon the crabs, and recently raccoons have 
been documented feasting upon ghost crab communities.  Much research has 
centered around the important link ghost crabs play in transferring energy from 
lower to higher trophic levels within the beach ecotone, a quintessential niche of 
mesocarnivores.

HABITS
The translation of Ocypode, the Atlantic ghost crab genus, is “swift foot” and they 
live up to the name.  Able to scurry across the uneven sand at an impressive 9 
mph, ghost crabs can move side-to-side, front and back with equal ability and 
speed.  This fleet of foot allows them to catch prey in all directions, grabbing it 
with their smaller, swifter claw.  Then the large claw crushes the prey and holds 
it as the small claw picks off pieces to feed upon.  Large, stalked eyes can rotate 
to see 360° around the crab to both locate prey and detect predators.  The eyes 
are extremely sensitive to light, allowing the crabs to see accurately at night.  It is 
well known that ghost crabs are more active during a full moon, as they can see 
better in the increased light.  This trait also contributes to their namesake, as they 
appear ghostly while traversing the beach by moonlight.

As morning approaches, the crabs return to the safety of their burrows, escaping 
the heat of the day and the plethora of predators that follow.  Each burrow can 
extend up to 4.5 feet deep and holds only one crab, as ghost crabs remain solitary 
except when breeding.  The top of the tunnel is usually covered with sand during 
the day to conceal the location and insulate the subterranean home.  In northern 
climates, ghost crabs can hibernate within their burrows from October until April.

Atlantic ghost crabs communicate through a series of sounds created by their 
legs and gills.  They scrape their legs together to create a rubbing sound or tap 

By Jeremy Heft

ATLANTIC 
GHOST CRAB

The

(Ocypode)

RANGE
Atlantic ghost crabs inhabit most of the beaches along the East Coast, span-
ning from Rhode Island in the North to Brazil in the South.  Popular among 
the Chesapeake and Delaware Bay systems as well as the Outer Banks, ghost 
crabs can survive wherever enough sandy beach space exists.  Although the 
terrestrial species cannot swim, it somehow made it to Bermuda and many of 
the Caribbean Islands.

Individual ghost crabs do not require much space, as territories usually aver-
age just over 4,000 square feet of beach and often overlap with other crabs.  
Burrows are dug between the high tide line and a quarter mile away from the 
water, with a caste system in place where younger crabs dig their burrow near 
the surf while the oldest crabs dig at the furthest distance from the water line.  
Needing saltwater to moisten their lungs every several hours, ghost crabs are 
bound to live near the ocean as they must visit the surf frequently to keep 
breathing.

LIFE CYCLE
Reproduction occurs year-round within most of the Atlantic ghost crab’s range, 
however, within the colder northern areas breeding is limited to the warmer 
months.  A viable female visits a male’s burrow, where copulation occurs.  After 
mating, the mother carries the developing eggs under her abdomen and must 
keep them wet by frequenting the surf, where she may flip upside down in the 
water to better aerate the egg mass. The eggs then hatch within the ocean and 

their claws on the sand, and can make a bubbling sound by moving water through 
their gills.  Perceptive sunbathers unknowingly lying above a burrow can hear this 
strange bubbling sound below.  The meaning behind these communicative sounds 
is not currently understood.

INTERACTIONS WITH HUMANS
Due to the nocturnal habits of ghost crabs, most humans never directly interact 
with them.  Even when trying to locate the crabs during nighttime adventures on 
the beach, ghost crabs are acutely aware of their surroundings and much faster 
than any person, so they avoid us.  The shy, speedy crabs are near impossible to 
catch and typically will not fight back even when disturbed, so they pose absolute-
ly no danger to humans.  Ghost crabs are not considered edible either, so don’t 
waste your time attempting to catch any for dinner.

Multiple studies have shown that Atlantic ghost crabs are reliable indicators of 
ecosystem health.  Their presence in a system means the trophic cascade is 
operating at optimum, while their absence is cause for concern.  Unfortunately, 
increasing human activity along beach communities is having a profound negative 
impact on ghost crab populations.  Compaction of the sand caused by foot or 
vehicle traffic can both crush individuals and their burrows.  Destruction of sand 
dune habitat through commercial or residential development also challenges 
ghost crab survival.

Beach erosion is a significant problem in many East Coast communities, where 
tons of sand are washed away each year.  To combat this issue, many locations 
import sand from other areas or build seawalls, both of which can destroy entire 
populations of ghost crabs.  The bulldozing of new sand across the beach collaps-
es burrows and seawalls direct wave energy downward which also destroys crab 
burrows.  Without adequate subterranean habitat, ghost crabs will be eliminated 
from the community causing great disruption to the fragile beach food web.

CONCLUSION
Although Atlantic ghost crab populations are deemed stable across most of the 
Eastern Seaboard, local populations remain at risk from irresponsible human 
activities.  As research continues to find beneficial ecological aspects of ghost 
crab presence, it is time for local beach managers to consider potential negative 
impacts on crab survival for every proposed project.  Protection of sand dunes is 
critical to not only ghost crabs but a multitude of other species.  Creating estab-
lished human foot traffic pathways/boardwalks minimizes impacts upon burrows 
while making beach travel easier for humans.  Some responsible beach commu-
nities are leading the way with such proactive projects and hopefully, more will 
follow this lead to protect the ecologically important Atlantic ghost crab.
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