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ABSTRACT
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The second record of the invasive blue crab Callinectes sapidus Rathbun, 1896 (Crustacea
Decapoda Portunidae) from the Strait of Messina has been reported, forty-seven years after
the first record in this area. The specimen, a large-sized adult female, was collected in the
Capo Peloro Lagoon, a natural reserve whose brackish waters represent a highly favorable
environment for this euryhaline opportunistic species. The actual possibility that C. sapidus
may settle in the Lagoon should be carefully evaluated, and a mitigation strategy, involving
selective removal of pioneer specimens, timely envisaged.

INTRODUCTION

The American blue crab Callinectes sapidus
Rathbun, 1896 (Crustacea Decapoda Portunidae),
whose areal ranged from Canada to Argentina
along the whole Atlantic western coasts (Nehring,
2011), in the early 20th century spread eastward,
reaching the European coasts and, in order, North
Sea, Mediterranean Sea, Baltic Sea, Black Sea and
probably the Sea of Azov (Nehering, 2011, and
references cited therein). All records, nevertheless,
for over half a century were almost scattered, sug-
gesting multiple independent introductions, with
ballast water as the major introduction vector,
without any success over time. The actual settle-
ment of C. sapidus, which is now recognized as
one of the worst invasive species in the Mediter-
ranean Sea (Zenetos et al., 2005), has been thus
dated back to the beginning of the 21st century

(Galil et al., 2008), with first evidences of a still
ongoing colonizing wave (Mancinelli et al., 2013;
Karachle, 2013; Garcia et al., 2018; Piras et al.,
2019). In Sicily, records of C. sapidus have been
reported from the Strait of Messina (Cavaliere &
Berdar, 1975), eastern coasts of Sicily (Frances-
chini et al., 1993) and Strait of Sicily (Insacco &
Zava, 2017), but evidences on established popula-
tions in Sicilian waters are lacking.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Brackish benthic communities in the Strait of
Messina area have been monthly monitored since
2008, in the framework of the program: “Settlement
dynamics and colonization of allochthonous assem-
blages in the Capo Peloro Lagoon”. The lagoon is
a Natural Reserve consisting of two differently fea-
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also observed in established Mediterranean popu-
lations (Türeli et al., 2016).

This basic measures and other morphometric
parameters are synthesized in Table 1.

The living specimen dorsally displayed a gray-
ish, bluish to brownish green color, with orange fin-
gers on chelae tipped with purple, and under parts
off-white with tints of yellow and pink, as charac-
teristic of adult females. The specimen has been de-
posited as dried sample in the scientific collection
of the Benthic Ecology Laboratory (ChiBioFarAm
Department, Messina University), with reference
code BEL135CRGANZ3Ce.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The actual occurrence of C. sapidus in Sicilian
waters, so far attested by occasional records, is
questionable. Insacco & Zava (2017), reporting the
“First record of the Blue Crab Callinectes sapidus
in Sicily”, did not give credit to Franceschini et al.
(1993) which cited C. sapidus for the Ionian coasts
of Sicily, neither to Cavaliere & Berdar (1975)
which reported two female specimens from the
Strait of Messina. Formerly, Galil et al. (2011), have
considered unconfirmed the reports from the Ionian
coasts, because lacking of details, but they credited
the records from Messina, whose photos and syn-
thetic description allow an unambiguous attribution

tured basins, Lake Faro and Lake Ganzirri, con-
nected to each other and to the sea by canals (Fig.
1). The Lake Ganzirri (38°15’38”N; 15°37’2”E) is
a microtidal coastal pond, covering a 34 ha area and
reaching 7 m maximum depth. It is connected to the
sea by the “Due Torri” canal, in the north, while in
the south a minor canal, “Catuso”, allows faint
water exchange. 

The monitoring, carried out by snorkelling and
SCUBA diving from 0 m to 3 m depth in the lake
Ganzirri and related canals, provided specimen col-
lections and photo documentation, now available at
the Benthic Ecology Laboratory, Messina Univer-
sity.

RESULTS

A blue crab specimen was found on 22 May
2019, during the normal monitoring activities carried
out in the Peloro Lagoon. In particular, a not oviger-
ous female was photographed in vivo (Fig. 2) in the
inlet of the “Due Torri” canal, on gravelly sand, 0.1
m depth, during change of tide and full moon. 

The crab specimen, handily collected, was iden-
tified in laboratory as C. sapidus, according to
Williams (1974). It measured 74.8 mm in carapace
length, CL, and 184.0 mm in carapace width, CW
(Width / Length ratio = 2.46), corresponding to the
largest size of adult females (Williams, 1974), as
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Figure 1. The Cape Peloro Lagoon. The circle indicates the sampling site, inside the “Due Torri” canal.
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to C. sapidus. Such specimens, initially held in the
local aquarium collection, are now awaiting inven-
tory at the “Museo della Fauna”, Messina Univer-
sity. The present record is thus the second one from
the Strait of Messina, almost half a century after
Cavaliere & Berdar (1975), and the third one ascer-
tained from Sicilian waters, after Insacco & Zava
(2017). None of these records may be considered a
prove of C. sapidus settlement, but the possibility
that C. sapidus may settle in Lake Ganzirri should
be carefully evaluated. This  highly invasive eury-
haline species, in fact, might take advantage by the
absence of a competitive native fauna (Bottari et al.,
2005). Fishing, furthermore, is forbidden in the
Peloro Lagoon Natural Reserve, so that the recent
suggestion to mitigate the C. sapidus impact by pro-
moting its value as a fishery resource (Mancinelli
et al., 2017), is currently unthinkable.

A conservation strategy involving selective re-
moval of pioneer specimens, in our advise, should
be thus  timely envisaged.
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Fig. 2. In vivo photo of the described specimen, the American blue crab Callinectes sapidus.

Table 1. Morphometric data concerning  
the C. sapidus specimen.
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