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Executive Summary 
 

In Louisiana, commercial crabbers can fish with an unlimited number of crab traps, and the 

number of traps they use is not reported. Therefore, the number of traps becoming derelict is   

unknown, but can be estimated. The Derelict Crab Trap Removal Program (DCTP) was initiated in 2004 

by the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries (LDWF) to remove derelict traps and to reduce 

their negative environmental and economic impacts. Since beginning the program, LDWF and 

volunteers have removed 45,333 derelict traps from coastal Louisiana. Pontchartrain Conservancy (PC) 

involvement with the program began in 2016 and has resulted in the removal of more than 13,000 

derelict traps from the Pontchartrain Basin. Removal efforts by PC in 2020 resulted in the retrieval of 

3,023 derelict traps. 

Derelict crab traps are crab traps that have become discarded, lost, or abandoned in the marine 

environment. In Louisiana the legal definition is any trap that remains within an area designated by the 

Wildlife and Fisheries Commission to be closed for the removal of derelict or abandoned crab traps. 

Therefore, it is not unusual that many traps recovered during Louisiana’s Derelict Crab Trap Removal 

Program (DCTP) that are legally abandoned, are usable traps.  This is just one issue of many that 

confounds this program. Nevertheless, PC is committed to working with LDWF and commercial fishers 

to benefit crab stocks and the commercial fishery. 

Using densities extrapolated from the number of traps retrieved during crab trap closures in 

2017, 2018, and 2019, combined with updates from the 2020 closures, PC estimates that the 

Pontchartrain Basin (east of the Mississippi River) has approximately 60,672 visible (floats attached) 

derelict crab traps remaining. Meanwhile, the Louisiana Coastal Zone may still contain approximately 

146,748 visible derelict crab traps. In 2020, PC observed 4,599 blue crabs in derelict traps, 10% of 

which were dead. Of non-target species affected, diamondback terrapin (Malaclemys terrapin) are of 

the most concern as crab traps are considered a threat to their population (Diamondback Terrapin, 

2009). The Gulf of Mexico Alliance (GOMA) recognizes the importance of the diamondback terrapin 

and considers it a species of concern in the Gulf of Mexico (Gulf of Mexico Alliance, 2020). In 2020, PC 

encountered 12 live and 28 dead diamondback terrapin in 14 derelict crab traps. A total of 8 fish 

species were encountered with 195 live fish and 42 dead fish being observed in derelict traps. 

The minimum number of estimated visible traps remaining in the Pontchartrain Basin is 

approximately six times the number of traps removed during the highest performing years of trap 

removal (22,752 versus 3,822). The number of traps removed from the Pontchartrain Basin during the 

last four years is 18% of the estimated number of visible (with floats attached) derelict traps in the 

basin (60,672). Large numbers of derelict traps remain in areas previously targeted by DCTP. For 

example, Little and Four Horse Lakes are both semi-enclosed 1.5 sq. mi. water bodies near Delacroix, 

LA; which were cleaned of traps in 2017.   In 2019, both locations were cleaned again and had a high 

density of derelict traps (29/sq. mi. in Little Lake and 31/sq. mi. in Four Horse Lake). In two years, 86 

(Little Lake) and 94 (Four Horse Lake) crab traps became derelict in a 1.5 sq. mi. area. 

Assuming that derelict traps ghost fish for three years (could be up to nine years, Maselko et al., 

2013), and assuming average retail price for a crab is $1.55 (LDWF reported price in 2015), an 

indication of the economic value of the wasted blue crab can be estimated. Using our estimated 
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number of derelict crab traps with buoys remaining in the Louisiana Coastal Zone and the estimated 

crab mortality per trap per year (25.8) (Guillory, 1993), the economic value of lost blue crabs is 

estimated to be $17.6 million  over a three-year period. Using PC’s average cost of removal 

($20.00/trap), the return on investment for retrieving derelict crab traps is approximately 500%. 

We utilize the derelict trap estimates and recovery for past years of the DCTP to estimate the 

annual economic impact and annual investment to recover traps. We estimate the combined economic 

impact of lost gear and impaired fishery averages $14M/year with a cumulative impact over 18 years of 

$256M. We estimate that average investment over this time span to remove traps is $53,000/year 

statewide. The ratio of the economic impact to the investment to reduce the impact is 267:1. As 

startling as these numbers may seem, we feel they are conservative and may underestimate the 

disparity scale of the problem to the effort to address the problem. 

Since 2016, PC has worked within the LDWF program guidelines but this does allow for some 

latitude in our program has evolved. Initially our focus was to utilize enhanced volunteer efforts 

coupled with some modest retrieval by PC staff.  This shifted away from the volunteer participation to 

more utilization of PC staff and boats. Finally, for the last two years, we have maximized the use of 

hiring commercial crab boats and crab fishers as the primary method to recover traps.  Overall, this 

evolution reflects a shift toward a more professional and expandable program.  The actual cost of 

recovery during this period has varied and is more of a result of trap density and other water access 

issues. We suspect there is some modest cost reduction using the current program with commercial 

fishers, but using commercial vessels has other important benefits. For example, by using volunteers or 

PC boats, the percent area that was actually cleared of traps was roughly 25% - 30 %. In 2020, the 

percent area cleared of traps was 83%. The key reasons for improvement was greater funding but also 

that commercial boats carry a larger number of traps, thus reducing the commute time from recovery 

to drop off. If small boats were utilized many more transits would have been required, reducing 

efficiency and ultimately reducing how much area may be covered. For planning purposes, we do use a 

general figure of $20 per trap for overall program cost of recovery.  

In spite of hard work by LDWF and PC staff and improved recovery in recent years, derelict crab 

traps are a widespread problem that is not adequately addressed through traditional DCTP without 

increased funding. Addressing Louisiana’s derelict crab trap problem is a clear opportunity to enhance 

our crab fishery and the coastal estuary in general. However, this requires a dramatic increase in efforts 

to recover derelict crab traps. 
 

Introduction 
 

Marine debris in coastal oceans is a world-wide concern, particularly in light of increasing 

population and economic development (Jambeck et al., 2015). Derelict fishing gear (DFG) is a harmful 

form of marine debris with negative effects. Once lost or abandoned, DFG impacts both target and 

non- target species and creates navigational hazards. This is particularly true as technological 

advancements in fishing gear causes gear to take longer to degrade in the environment. In Louisiana, 

derelict crab traps are a major form of marine debris, where they “ghost fish” for target and non-target 

species (Anderson & Alford, 2014). A lack of knowledge of the number of traps in the water, combined 
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with the fact that crab traps are vinyl-coated (slowing degradation) make them an important and 

under-addressed issue for the Louisiana blue crab fishery. As in Chesapeake Bay, derelict crab traps 

likely have significant negative economic impacts on the blue crab fishery through ghost fishing and 

direct competition with active gear (Scheld et al., 2016). 

The Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries (LDWF) initiated a program to address the 

issue of derelict crab traps in 2004. Since 2016, the Pontchartrain Conservancy (PC) has worked with 

LDWF to accelerate the retrieval of derelict crab traps. This report is an update to the report, 

“Assessment and Lessons Learned from Derelict Crab Trap Rodeos in the Pontchartrain Basin in 2016 

and 2017 and Recommendations for 2018 and 2019” (Lopez & Smith, 2017),  “Derelict Crab Trap 

Removal in the Pontchartrain Basin: 2018 Update and Recommendations” (Butcher et al., 2018), and 

“Derelict Crab Trap Removal in the Pontchartrain Basin: 2019 Update and Recommendations” (Butcher 

et al., 2019)”, which describes PC’s efforts during the first four years of the program. Discussed here 

are PC’s derelict crab trap removal activities during 2020, as well as lessons learned. 
 

Louisiana Blue Crab Fishery 
 

The commercial crab fishery in Louisiana is an important fishery that primarily targets adult blue 

crabs (Callinectes sapidus) (Figure 1). Generally, the blue crab trap fishery harvest is more than 99% 

percent of all commercially caught crabs in Louisiana, with a minimum size requirement for harvest of 

127 mm (5 inches) from point to point. Yielding an annual average of 40,600,000 pounds in 2017- 2019, 

the Louisiana blue crab fishery is frequently both the largest blue crab fishery and domestic blue crab 

supplier in the United States (https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/national/sustainable-

fisheries/commercial-fisheries-landings). 
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Figure 1: Blue crabs are crustaceans of the swimming crab family (Portunidae). Females mate with male crabs in 

estuarine waters, and then migrate offshore to release the fertilized eggs. Larvae are carried by currents, and 

some settle in estuaries where they can grow and develop into mature crabs within about one year. (Louisiana 

Sea Grant, 2018) 

 

The commercial crab fishery in Louisiana is governed, managed, and legislated by three groups within 

the state government: 

• Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries (LDWF) 

• Louisiana Wildlife and Fisheries Commission (LWFC) 

• Louisiana Legislature 
 

Additionally, the Louisiana Crab Task Force (CTF), a group of crab industry and state agency 

representatives, advises LDWF and LWFC on the management and development of the crab industry in 

Louisiana. The fishery is typically open year-round with no commercial catch limits or limit on the 

number of commercial traps. Currently, blue crabs can be legally harvested using a crab drop net, 

trawl, skimmer net, butterfly net, trotline, handline, bushline, dip net, cast net, and crab traps. 

Commercial crabbers cannot take sponge crabs (females with eggs), immature female crabs (unless for 

production of softshell crabs) or any crab less than 5 inches across the upper shell.  

http://www.wlf.louisiana.gov/fishing/louisiana-blue-crab-task-force


 

10  

Since the 1960’s, crab traps have been the most common commercial crabbing gear used in 

Louisiana. Blue crab traps are rectangular wire cages approximately 60 x 60 x 40 cm (~2 ft x 2 ft x 16 in) 

made of vinyl coated metal. Each year, a portion of actively fished crab traps will become derelict traps. 

Derelict crab traps (also known as “ghost traps”) are any crab traps that have become discarded, lost, 

or abandoned in the marine environment. Frequent causes of traps becoming derelict include 

movement during storms, theft or vandalism, or float lines being cut by boat propellers (Figure 2). 

Derelict crab traps fall into two categories: those with an attached float line or those without an 

attached float line. Those without a float line are not visible on the water surface and typically must be 

located by side-scan sonar (Figure 3). 
 

 
Figure 2: Derelict crab traps can become a navigational hazard. Two derelict crab traps became entangled in 
boat propellers while this vessel was underway to collect a group of derelict crab traps near Delacroix Island, LA. 
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Figure 3: Side-scan sonar image of a derelict trap seen as small square near the center of the image. 
 

Derelict crab traps cause a variety of problems for the coast and fisheries, which are: 
 

1. They continue to catch fish and crabs, and because they are not maintained the trapped organisms 

may eventually die in the traps, essentially re-bating the trap, and attract new organisms, i.e. ghost 

fishing. 

2. Float lines are a navigational hazard (especially on older gear which is less visible due to algae or 

barnacle growth).  

3. They are a hazard to boat props for recreational fishers in shallow water, especially with severed 

float line (Figure 2). 

4. When washed ashore, they trap birds, raccoons and other marsh animals (Figure 4A). 

5. Even once disintegrated, derelict crab trap components (such as escape rings) can entrap or 

entangle fish and birds (Figure 4B). 

6. They impact commercial shrimp fishing by disrupting work, damaging nets, and reducing catch. This 

impact is a long-term effect because highly degraded traps remain a hazard to nets, becoming 

more “Velcro-like” and more hazardous to nets over time (Figure 5). 

7. They increase the cost to crabbers of maintaining catch levels due to the competition of derelict 

traps. 

Unmarked Derelict Crab Trap 



 

12  

 

Figure 4: A: A Pied-billed Grebe released from a derelict crab trap in Delacroix Island, 2018. B: Redfish 

stuck in an escape ring (component of a crab trap). 

 

 

Figure 5: A severely decayed derelict trap located in Lake Borgne using side-scan sonar.  
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Ghost fishing 
 

A major effect of derelict traps is “ghost fishing” or continued capture of crabs and fish without 

fishers’ maintenance or baiting of traps (Figure 6). Ghost fishing can be a long-term problem, studies in 

Alaska showed that crab traps may take up to nine years to degrade to the point where they no longer 

ghost fish (Maselko et al., 2013). In some areas of Louisiana, this may be as little as 2 years due to the 

trap’s entrances sinking below the mud line and the warmer climate causing traps to degrade faster. 

Guillory (1993) found that an average of 25.8 crabs die per trap per year in a study in Terrebonne 

Parish, Louisiana. More recent research using instantaneous estimates of ghost fished crabs per 

derelict trap in St. Bernard and Plaquemines Parishes suggests that Guillory’s estimate may be 

conservative (Anderson & Alford, 2014). It was estimated that 12 million crabs (~10% of the 

commercial catch reported in 2012) were lost due to crab traps that became   derelict in 2012 alone 

(Anderson & Alford, 2014). A study on Chesapeake Bay estimated mortality due to derelict traps 

ranged from 20 to 25 crabs per year (Bilkovic et al., 2016). 

 
 

Figure 6: Organisms trapped in derelict crab traps. Clockwise from top left is a live and dead sheepshead 
(Archosargus probatocephalus); unknown bird remains; a channel catfish (IIctalurus punctatus); and a redfish 
(Sciaenops ocellatus), photo courtesy of Dave Best 
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Though the bait in crab traps may only last a few days, un-baited crab traps can still effectively 

trap blue crabs. One possible way a crab trap can become re-baited is by attracting fish that die in the 

trap. This can be a multi-stepped process. Many fish, such as sheepshead, forage on organisms such as 

bivalves and barnacles that adhere to hard substances. These organisms may attach inside or outside a 

crab trap. While foraging on these barnacles, a sheepshead may become trapped and eventually die in 

the crab trap, thus re-baiting the trap. Many different species of fish, birds, and mammals have been 

observed dead in crab traps; sheepshead was identified as the most common in a yearlong study within 

coastal Louisiana (Guillory, 1993). PC has observed 28 species of bycatch during derelict crab trap 

removals, including fish, reptiles, and birds (Table 1). Reptiles, such as diamondback terrapins 

(Malaclemys terrapin), have been observed in crab traps in Louisiana (Anderson & Alford, 2014), and 

throughout North America (Roosenburg, 2004). These aquatic turtles have historically been allowed for 

recreational harvest in Louisiana.  Currently they have conservation status in many states due to 

population declines, and derelict traps are considered a major threat (Seigel & Gibbons, 1995). 
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Species Observed as Bycatch in Derelict Crab Traps 

Common Occasional Rare 

Sheepshead Striped Mullet Largemouth Bass 

Redear Sunfish Blue Catfish Goby 

Bluegill Flathead Catfish Sea Robin 

Oyster Toadfish Channel Catfish Pinfish 

Redspotted Sunfish Gar Eel 
 Black Drum Flounder 
 Red Drum Spotted Seatrout 
 Stone Crab Stingray 
 Mud Crab Striped Bass 
 Diamondback Terrapin Otter 
  Cormorant 
  Grebe 
  Red-winged Blackbird 

Table 1: Common names of species observed by PC during 2016 - 2020 DCTP. Categories are generalized based 
on frequency of observation. 

 

Derelict Crab Trap Removal 
 

Derelict crab traps, along with other forms of derelict fishing gear, are recognized as a 

widespread harmful form of marine debris. Many efforts nationwide have been made to reduce their 

negative impacts including requiring the use of decomposing panels, the development of turtle 

excluder devices (Guillory & Prejean, 1998), and general efforts to reduce bycatch efficiency. Efforts in 

Louisiana such as requiring use of non-floating line (Bourgeois et al., 2014), and education and 

outreach have been implemented to help prevent gear from becoming derelict. Louisiana, like other 

states, funds a derelict crab trap removal program in part through license fees, to remove a portion of 

derelict traps each year. Regular, consistent funding presents a challenge to addressing the issue of 

derelict gear on a longer time horizon. Fines for derelict gear (i.e. as charged by Florida Fish and 

Wildlife Conservation Commission) or the auctioning of derelict traps have been proposed to financially 

support the removal of derelict gear (Bourgeois et al., 2014). 

The issue of derelict crab traps is also given attention on a regional scale. The Gulf States Marine 

Fisheries Commission, with members from the five states bordering the Gulf of Mexico, has published 

guidelines for the development of programs to address derelict crab traps (NOAA, 2008). Additionally, 

the Gulf of Mexico Alliance has formed a cross-team initiative to address marine debris, including 

derelict fishing gear (Gulf of Mexico Alliance, 2016). The Pontchartrain Conservancy and its partner the 

Virginia Institute of Marine Science was awarded funding for 2020 and 2021 to continue removing 

derelict crab traps from the Pontchartrain Basin and also determining the economic impact of the lost 

traps. 
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Louisiana Derelict Crab Trap Removal Program Performance 
 

The Derelict Crab Trap Removal Program (DCTP) in Louisiana was initiated in 2004 by LDWF to 

remediate the ecological, environmental, and economic costs of derelict crab traps. The LWFC dictates 

a closure area for derelict crab trap removal within Louisiana state water bottoms. Typically, a closure 

lasts up to 16 days in February and March. The alternative is a 14-day closure that starts with the 

opening of the Spring inshore commercial shrimping season, which typically occurs in May in Vermillion 

Bay. As of 2017, the Louisiana legislature passed House Bill 275, which allows derelict crab trap removal 

during an emergency or technical closure of the blue crab fishery, regardless of duration. During 

closures, LDWF and designees of LDWF are allowed to collect derelict traps. In 2018, Louisiana 

legislature passed House Bill 799 granting LDWF more flexibility with respect to how derelict traps are 

handled once retrieved. From 2004 through 2020 (excluding 2017), a portion of coastal waters was 

closed to commercial crabbing for the removal of derelict crab traps. In 2017, a 30-day statewide 

closure of the Commercial Blue Crab Fishery and two consecutive 16-day derelict crab trap removal 

closures were held. The first closure was on the east side of Bayou Lafourche and the second on the 

west side. During these closures, crab traps were prohibited and crabs couldn’t be taken by commercial 

fishers in the designated areas. The largest number of traps removed was in the program’s first year, 

2004 (Table 2, Figure 7). Typically, one or more volunteer days allow members of the public to collect 

traps within specific locations. Outside of a volunteer day, LDWF or its designees are the only entities 

that can legally remove derelict crab traps. Since LDWF started removing derelict crab traps a total of 

45,333 have been removed from Louisiana’s waters.  

 Since 2016, the Pontchartrain Conservancy has worked with LDWF to accelerate the retrieval of 

derelict crab traps. To date PC staff, contractors, and volunteers have removed 13,815 derelict traps 

from the Pontchartrain Basin (Figure 7). When PC first got involved, staff and contractors were using 

20ft recreational style boats to remove traps by hand, data was recorded on paper data sheets and 

manually digitized. Smaller recreational style boats could only hold 20-30 derelict traps making it 

necessary to complete many runs in order to remove a large number of traps. In the following years 

volunteer events were held to increase the amount of people removing traps to increase the number 

of overall traps removed. Though volunteer events were successful, accurately collecting data on 

location, contents, and condition of derelict traps became difficult. Volunteer events were also very 

difficult to plan and volunteers could “no-show” on the day of events. More recently, smaller 

recreational boats and volunteer events has changed over to using larger commercial vessels equipped 

with deckhands and mechanical trap pullers. This allows derelict traps to be removed at a faster rate 

which in turn allows for more area to be covered in a typical work day. Larger commercial vessels can 

hold more traps allowing for less trips back to the staging area to unload and more time spent 

removing traps. Dedicated deckhands also allow for PC staff on the boats to focus directly on collecting 

location data, contents, and condition as well as taking pictures for better reporting and analysis. The 

data collection process has become digitized and real time, iPads with an external GPS are used to 

collect data. This real time data collection allows for better day to day planning and also keeps from 

covering areas twice. 
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Table 2: Number of traps collected from 2004 to 2020 by the Louisiana Derelict Crab Trap Program (DCTP). The 

number of closure areas for each year is also shown. Years PC Foundation has been involved in the program are 

included. In 2017, the Louisiana commercial blue crab fishery was closed for 30 days for biological reasons. 

 
 

Year Area(s) Traps

2004 2 6,894

2005 4 4,623

2006 1 2,935

2007 2 1,498

2008 1 1,234

2009 1 788

2010 1 477

2011 1 1,100

2012 2 2,798

2013 2 969

2014 1 1,051

2015 1 422

2016 1 2,580

2017 All 5,674

2018 5 4,061

2019 5 4,041

2020 6 4,188

Total NA 45,333

Louisiana Derelict Crab Trap 

Removal Program
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Figure 7: The number of traps removed by LDWF’s Derelict Crab Trap Removal Program through the years for 
both the entire Louisiana Coastal Zone and the Pontchartrain Basin. Pick-ups were generally most successful in 
the early and more recent years of the program. Highlighted area indicates years PC has been involved. 

 

Louisiana Derelict Crab Trap Program 2020 
 

Six derelict crab trap closures were held across Louisiana in 2020. One closure each was 

scheduled within Calcasieu Basin, Vermilion-Teche Basin, Terrebonne Basin, and Barataria Basin. Two 

closures were held in the Pontchartrain Basin (Figure 8). While PC focused efforts within Pontchartrain 

Basin, LDWF staff (and partners) retrieved derelict crab traps during the closures in other basins. Other 

pick-ups during the 2020 derelict crab trap closures removed 362, 158, 171, and 110 traps from 

Barataria, Calcasieu, Vermilion-Teche, and Terrebonne Basins, respectively.



 

19  

 
Figure 8: LDWF Map of 2020 closures for derelict crab trap clean-up. Two, closures were held in the 
Pontchartrain Basin, a 14-day closure in East Lake Pontchartrain and a 14-day closure in Lake Borgne. A 14-day 
closure took place in Barataria Basin, Vermilion- Teche Basin, and Terrebonne Basin as well as a 10-day closure 
in Calcasieu Basin. 

 

PC in the Pontchartrain Basin, 2020 

2020 East Lake Pontchartrain Closure 
 

The first 2020 closure held in the Pontchartrain basin was from February 3, 2020 through 

February 16, 2020 and spanned the eastern half of Lake Pontchartrain to the Causeway bridge (Figures 

9 and 10). The closure area was 305 square miles, and included portions within the following three     

parishes: Jefferson, Orleans, and St. Tammany. Once the closure was determined, property was 

scouted to stage the project. Because the closure encompassed such a large body of open water, 

multiple staging sites were desired to allow boats to work in different portions of the lake depending 

on wind direction. Trap processing was staged at the public Bonnabel Boat Launch in Jefferson Parish 

and private owned South Shore Bait & Marina in Orleans Parish (Figure 9). Meanwhile, LDWF staged an 

additional site at Bayou Lacombe on the northern shore of the lake in St. Tammany Parish. Portions of 

this area were cleaned by PC and LDWF staff and volunteers during the 2016 East Lake Pontchartrain 

Closure. 
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Figure 9: Map of derelict crab trap closure in 2020 that occurred from February 3 – February 16. The last closure 
that was held in East Lake Pontchartrain was in 2016.  

 

New to the 2020 closures the PC used only contracted commercial vessels to remove derelict 

traps. In total, three contracted vessels were used. Two of the vessels had deck hands and specialized 

trap pullers, which greatly sped up trap removal time, each of these vessels could hold a max of 75-80 

derelict traps. The third vessel was a bit larger and could hold 150-175 derelict traps but they had to be 

pulled up by hand. The three contracted vessels allowed work to be done simultaneously in different 

sections of the lake, which resulted in a very large area to be covered. The data collection process was 

completely automated using an iPad and external GPS. Using Trimble TerraFlex software combined 

with a Trimble R1 external GPS, data collection sheets were digitized and information including location, 

trap details, trap condition, crab data, and bycatch data was recorded digitally.  

At the culmination of the 8 working days, PC had removed a total of 1,142 derelict crab traps 

from the eastern half of Lake Pontchartrain with the majority of the traps coming from east of the twin 

spans around the Irish Bayou area (Figure 10). Using three commercial vessels resulted in covering 88% 

(271 square miles) of the 305 square mile closure area. Efforts by LDWF resulted in the removal of 234 

derelict crab traps, resulting in a total of 1,376 crab traps removed during the East Lake Pontchartrain 

Closure. Our project partners EMR (European Metal Recycling) donated one work box that allowed the 
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metal traps to be recycled as scrap metal rather than go to landfills. With their contribution 3,820 

pounds of marine debris was recycled. 

As in previous years, it was PC’s policy to not retrieve traps that were very clearly actively fished. 

Fresh bait and a clear line of traps are indications traps are still being illegally fished in the closure area, 

but can be a subjective determination in some cases. PC notified LDWF of such clear cases and LDWF 

reported that they did investigate these incidents and citations were issued. 
 

 
 

 
Figure 10: Map of derelict crab traps removed from February 3 – February 16, 2020 in East Lake Pontchartrain 
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2020 Lake Borgne Closure 
 

The second 2020 closure held in the Pontchartrain basin was from March 2, 2020 through March 

15, 2020 and spanned all of Lake Borgne from the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MRGO) to the 

Louisiana/ Mississippi border (Figures 11 and 12). The closure area was 383 square miles, and included 

portions within Orleans and St. Bernard Parish. Once the closure was determined, property was 

scouted to stage the project. Because the closure encompassed such a large body of open water, 

multiple staging sites were desired to allow boats to work in different portions of the lake depending 

on wind direction. Trap processing was staged at Fort Beauregard Marina Estates, a private subdivision 

with a boat launch in St. Bernard Parish and the Shea Penland Coastal Education and Research Facility 

(CERF) operated by the Pontchartrain Institute of Environmental Sciences (PIES) in Orleans Parish 

(Figure 11). Meanwhile, LDWF staged an additional site at the East Pearl River Boat Launch on the 

northern shore of the lake in St. Tammany Parish. This is the first time that all of Lake Borgne had been 

cleaned of derelict crab traps. The southeastern end of Lake Borgne was cleaned by PC and LDWF staff 

and volunteers during the 2018 St. Bernard Closure. 
 

 
Figure 11: Map of derelict crab trap closure in 2020 that occurred from March 2 to March 15. This is the first 
time the entire Lake Borgne has been cleaned.  
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The same three contracted vessels were used again and permitted work to be done 

simultaneously in different sections of the lake, which allowed a very large area to be covered. The 

data collection process was completely automated using an iPad and external GPS. Using Trimble 

TerraFlex software combined with a Trimble R1 external GPS, data collection sheets were digitized and 

information including location, trap details, trap condition, crab data, and bycatch data was recorded 

digitally. 

At the culmination of the 10 working days and using the three contracted commercial vessels, 

PC had removed a total of 1,881 derelict crab traps from Lake Borgne (Figure 12). Using three 

commercial vessels resulted in covering 79% (302 square miles) of the 382 square mile closure area. 

Efforts by LDWF resulted in the removal of 130 derelict crab traps, resulting in a total of 2,011 crab 

traps removed during the Lake Borgne closure. Our project partners EMR donated one work box that 

allowed the metal traps to be recycled as scrap metal rather than go to the landfill. With their 

contribution 7,640 pounds of marine debris was recycled. 

As in previous years, it was PC’s policy to not retrieve traps that were very clearly actively fished. 

Fresh bait and a clear line of traps are indications traps are still being illegally fished in the closure area, 

but can be a subjective determination in some cases. PC notified LDWF of such clear cases and LDWF 

reported that they did investigate these incidents and citations were issued. 
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Figure 12: Map of derelict crab traps removed from March 2 to March 15, 2020 in Lake Borgne. 
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Unmarked Trap Recovery with Side-Scan Sonar 
 
 Although, side-scan techniques were used by LDWF in 2016 and 2017, and were not successful 

in trap retrieval, in 2020 the Pontchartrain Conservancy attempted recovering unmarked traps using 

side-scan sonar. Unmarked traps are derelict traps that do not have a float, so therefore cannot be 

visually seen and must be removed using a hook or grapple type system. This method has been widely 

used and extremely successful in Chesapeake Bay by the Virginia Institute of Marine Sciences (VIMS) 

and through collaboration with VIMS employees were able to come down for five days and train PC 

staff on how to use side-scan sonar techniques to locate unmarked derelict traps and remove them 

with a specialized rope and nail system.  

 A Humminbird Solix 15 with a side-scan capable transducer was used to locate and mark derelict 

traps for removal. First a marked crab trap was scanned multiple times in order to determine the best 

frequency and adjust the reflectance settings so that the crab trap could be easily seen against the mud 

bottom. The transducer mount also had to be adjusted, as it was determined that mounting it directly 

on the boat within a foot of the propeller caused a large amount of streaking and distortion in our 

image due to bubbles forming from the water flow off the hull and cavitation from the motor. A 

custom pole mount was designed and used so that the transducer was positioned off the stern of the 

boat, three feet to the port side of the motor and approximately two and a half feet below the water 

line. This allowed the transducer to be in the water column in an area free of bubbles and interference.  

Once the settings were correct a survey location was plotted on the GPS screen, a parallel 

pattern consisting of lines approximately 75 feet apart was run allowing enough overlap to match up 

with the previous pass. Any objects that were seen on the side-scan sonar that had the signature 

square crab trap shape and displayed a shadow behind the object were marked on the GPS with a 

waypoint in order to relocate them for removal (Figure 3). PC staff returned to the marked waypoints 

with a specialized rope with a large number of bent nails attached to it, in order to hook the trap on the 

bottom. The specialized rope had weights on both ends in order to keep it tight to the bottom, it was 

splayed out so that 100 feet of the specialized rope was parallel with the marked object. The 

specialized rope was cleated off to the boat once it reached the end or 100 feet and circles were made 

around the marked object until it was hooked. Many times, the derelict traps were stuck in the mud 

and required multiple scanning and removal attempts to successful remove them (Figures 13, 14 and 

15).  
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Figure 13: Process of removing unmarked derelict crab traps using a specialized rope grapple containing bent 
nails. Trap does not have a float but was found using side-scan sonar and marked on the GPS. Step 1: Rope with 
bent nails and weight is deployed parallel to the trap. Boat operator drives in straight line until entire length of 
rope is deployed and cleated off. Step 2: The vessel is sharply turned in the direction of the unmarked trap 
dragging the rope set-up slowly behind the vessel, the goal is to make a circle around the trap to securely catch 
it. Step 3: The vessels continues to turn in a circular motion around the derelict trap. The rope will quickly 
tighten up when the derelict trap is hooked, both physical and/or visual tension on the rope are indications that 
the trap has been caught.  
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Figure 14: Grapple (retrieval) rope as designed by VIMS. 

 

 

 
Figure 15: Grappled unmarked crab trap. 

 

 A total of 12 unmarked derelict traps were removed after three days of scanning and removal. 

Surprisingly most traps removed were in usable condition and had a line still attached but missing a 

float (Figures 16 and 17). Removing unmarked traps is very tedious and takes a longer amount of time 
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to remove compared to visible traps; not much ground can be covered when using the side-scan sonar 

at a speed of 5mph, ideal speed. If a survey, for example, was being run at 1,000 foot long transects 

every 75 feet, an area of 0.06 square miles would be covered in an hour. Despite these downfalls, using 

side-scan sonar to remove derelict traps is a very useful tool and is needed to completely rid an area of 

derelict traps. Unmarked derelict traps that are not removed during cleanup efforts continue to catch 

and kill crabs even though an area is visibly clean of derelict traps. Since very little side-scan sonar work 

to remove unmarked derelict crab traps has been done, it is highly unknown how many unmarked 

derelict crab traps are in coastal Louisiana.  

 

  

 
Figure 16: Unmarked derelict traps removed from Lake Borgne using side-scan sonar. Note that both traps are 
in usable condition and both contain live blue crabs. 
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Figure 17: Unmarked derelict trap removed from Lake Borgne using side-scan sonar. Note that this trap is in 
very poor condition and would be an extreme hazard to commercial shrimpers in the area. 

 

Cost of Retrieving Traps and % Coverage Area 
 

As mentioned previously, by using the three contracted commercial vessels a very large area 

was able to be covered and cleaned in both 2020 closures. Eighty-eight percent (271 square miles) of 

the East Lake Pontchartrain closure (305 square miles) was covered and completely cleaned of visible 

derelict traps, covering roughly 34 square miles and removing 143 derelict traps a day. Seventy-nine 

percent (302 square miles) of the Lake Borgne closure (382 square miles) was covered and completely 

clean of visible derelict traps, covering roughly 30 square miles and removing 188 derelict traps a day. 

While covering large amounts of area is the objective, it is also more costly. When conducting derelict 

crab trap removal in open water, parallel transects must be run in order to cover an area and know 

that it is completely clean. In areas with low trap densities, this equates to using many gallons of fuel 

while not removing a large quantity of traps, which in turn makes the overall cost per trap increase. 

The cost of retrieving traps in 2020 averaged around $20 per trap for both the East Lake 

Pontchartrain and Lake Borgne closures. This was similar to the per trap removal cost in other years, in 

spite of low density in 2020. After five years engaging in derelict crab trap retrieval or removal, several 

lessons regarding efficiency and minimizing per trap cost have been learned. In 2019, the lowest 

removal cost involved commercial boats that are well configured to hold a large number of derelict 

crab traps. Improved efficiency was gained by boats with trap pulleys, and an experienced deckhand. 

The lowest overall removal cost ($8.84, 2017) included the removal of a large number of bank traps, 
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which are faster to retrieve than those in the water. In general, cost of removal is decreased by 

targeting areas of known high densities, involving knowledgeable boat captains familiar with local 

waterways, and hiring shallow draft boats with ample deck space, ideally configured for commercial 

crabbing. In 2020, even with three commercial vessel equipped with deckhands and commercial 

retrieval equipment, the cost per trap remained $20 for each closure due to several factors: large 

closure area, mostly all open water, no bank. The total number of crab traps retrieved in 2016, 2017, 

2018, 2019, and 2020 was 643, 2,096, 3,255, 2,702, 3,023 respectively (Figure 18). 
 

 
Figure 18: Removal efforts and coverage area of the Pontchartrain Conservancy in 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, and 
2020 in the Pontchartrain Basin. Also noted is the percent of area actually covered for each year within a 
closure area. 
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2020 Derelict Crab Trap Density in the Pontchartrain Basin 
 

Density per square mile was calculated for the derelict crab traps retrieved by PC in 2020 

(Figures 19 and 20), not including those collected from the fishing grounds and placed on the banks by 

shrimpers. Shrimpers are legally allowed to disentangle crab traps in their nets and place them on the 

banks.  

It what somewhat uncertain exactly how large the density of derelict traps would be in the area 

where the closures where held in 2020. East Lake Pontchartrain had only been previously closed once 

before in 2016, which was the first year of the PC’s involvement in the cleanup. Small portions of Lake 

Borgne had been involved in previous closures but this was the first time the entire lake was closed for 

cleanup. During past closures it was observed that open bodies of water like Lake Pontchartrain and 

Lake Borgne had a low number of about 5 traps per square mile, compared to marsh areas which could 

have about 32 traps per square mile. For a vast majority of Lake Pontchartrain, the density of derelict 

traps was 0-5 per square mile, the major hotspot of 70-90 traps per square miles was located southeast 

of the Interstate 10 Twin Spans around Irish Bayou and toward Chef Menteur Pass (Figure 17). Lake 

Borgne had a fairly consistent 1-5 traps per square mile density but did have a few hotspots of 25-35 

traps per square mile around Shell Beach, Chef Menteur Pass, Alligator Point, and north of Malheureux 

Point by the state line (Figure 18). A total of 1,142 traps were removed from a coverage area of 271 

miles in East Lake Pontchartrain, resulting in a density of 4 traps per sq. mile, similar to what was seen 

in 2019 on the west side of Lake Pontchartrain. A total of 1,881 traps were removed from a coverage 

area of 302 sq. miles in Lake Borgne resulting in a density of 6 traps per sq. mile. 
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Figure 19: Density of retrieved derelict crab traps within the 2020 East Lake Pontchartrain closure area. (Areas in 

red = 70 - 90 traps per sq. mile). 
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Figure 20: Density of retrieved derelict crab traps within the 2020 Lake Borgne closure area. (Areas in brown = 25 

- 35 traps per sq. mile). 

 

Estimated Number of Visible Derelict Crab Traps Remaining 
 

Without information on number of traps deployed and soak time, accurate information on 

fishing effort is limited, making estimates of both the number of derelict traps in Louisiana and the 

Pontchartrain Basin as well as their impact difficult. As a result, the number of derelict traps in coastal 

Louisiana is unknown. One estimate for the Gulf of Mexico is more than 600,000 traps, with an 

additional 250,000 becoming derelict every year (Guillory et al., 2001). This same study found that 

Louisiana had the highest estimated loss rate (up to 100%) and number of traps per commercial license 

holder (250-270) among Gulf of Mexico states (Guillory et al., 2001). During 2019, 1,493 commercial 

crab fishers reported landings in Louisiana (pers. comm., Jack Issacs, LDWF). Applying the 2019 
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surveyed trap loss rate estimate (26%) (pers. comm., Jack Issacs, LDWF) and 2019 average number of 

traps owned per license holder (452) (pers. comm., Jack Issacs, LDWF) to the number of license holders 

reporting landings, approximately 175,457 crab traps became derelict in 2019 in coastal Louisiana (117 

derelict traps/active license). 

Data collected in 2020 was used to update the estimated number of visible derelict crab traps 

(i.e., traps with floats) within the Pontchartrain Basin and Louisiana coast-wide. The coastwide estimate 

has greater uncertainty because there is less specific data available, and so estimates have been made 

conservatively to minimize the risk that we are over-estimating the derelict trap inventories. These 

calculations do not include what could be a very large number of derelict traps on water-bottoms 

without a float line and, therefore, not visible from the surface. This calculation does include traps that 

were pulled from the bank, which are largely piled there by shrimp fishers who discard the traps after 

disentangling from their nets. In both 2017 and 2018, PC found that about 65% of the traps were in this 

category, and in many cases may have originated from outside the closure area, while in 2019, PC 

found that only 15% were in this category. In 2020 only 2% of the total traps removed were pulled from 

the bank. 

In 2016, visible derelict trap density was calculated based on the traps retrieved (1,384) from 

east Lake Pontchartrain in 2016, divided by the area of actual water surveyed (129 sq. miles), and the 

assumption that 100% of the visible traps were retrieved. This produced a derelict trap density of 11 

traps per square mile. The number of derelict traps retrieved from outer lakes in the Delacroix area 

from 2018 was used to compare to the 2017 density, as both of these years included lakes in the 

closure area. In 2017, most of the areas PC worked consisted of smaller waterbodies and bayous. 

Derelict traps were removed from Lakes Machias, Lake Fortuna, Lake Calebasse, Lake of Second Trees, 

and Lake Coquille resulting in a coverage area of 43.9 sq. miles. From this area, 439 traps were 

retrieved, resulting in a density of 10 traps per sq. mile. The density within the outer bays was similar 

to other marsh and small waterbody areas, and therefore, this can be used for average density of 

derelict traps. After the 2018 St. Bernard closure area (94 sq. miles, south of MRGO and 3,027 traps 

removed), a high density of 32 traps per square mile was calculated. The 2019 West Lake Pontchartrain 

closure produced 401 traps over a coverage area of 83 sq. miles resulting in a density of 5 traps per sq. 

mile. Since the closure was held on the west side of the lake, further inland than any previous closures, 

it is safe to use this density as a lower density value. The 2019 Plaquemines closure produced 2,301 

traps over a coverage area of 74 sq. miles resulting in a density of 31 traps per sq. mile. The 2019 

Plaquemines density is similar to the density of 2018 St. Bernard which is located adjacent to each 

other across Bayou Terre aux Boeuf, from this data a high-density rate of 32 traps per sq. mile was 

used. 

During the 2020 East Lake Pontchartrain Closure 1,142 traps were removed from a coverage 

area of 271 miles resulting in a density of 4 traps per sq. mile, similar to what was seen in 2019 on the 

west side of Lake Pontchartrain. During the 2020 Lake Borgne Closure 1,881 traps were removed from 

a coverage area of 302 sq. miles resulting in a density of 6 traps per sq. mile. Using the new data from 

Lake Pontchartrain and Lake Borgne in 2020, the minimum estimate of visible derelict crab traps across 

the Pontchartrain Basin and Louisiana coast was updated using the new open water density of 6 traps 

per sq. mile, the open water density of 6 traps per sq. mile is an average of the 2016, 2019, and 2020 
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closures of open water. From previous observations of derelict traps locations and densities, and due 

to an awareness that commercial-sized, mature blue crab have an optimal salinity range (roughly 

mesohaline), it was assumed that densities would not be unform across the entire estuarine salinity 

gradient. The upper third up-estuary (~fresh and oligohaline) and the lower third down estuary 

(polyhaline), were assigned lower trap densities. It was assumed that one third was within the optimal 

range (mesohaline) and had the highest densities. Therefore, to determine the most realistic estimate 

of remaining visible derelict crab traps across the Pontchartrain Basin and Louisiana coast, the 

following assumptions were made (Table 3): 

• 1/3 of the area had an open water density (6 traps/sq. mile) 

• 1/3 of the area had a marsh and small waterbody density (10 

traps/sq. mile) 

• 1/3 of the area had a Plaquemines high density (32 traps/sq. mile) 

 
Using the latest USGS data (Couvillion et al., 2017) to determine water only area in the Pontchartrain 
Basin and across the Louisiana coast the following was calculated: 

Table 3: Estimate of visible derelict crab traps in Pontchartrain Basin and Louisiana Coast, water only. 
 

 
 

Assumptions 

 

Estimated Number of 

Visible Derelict Traps 

Pontchartrain Basin Min., water only: 100% = Open Water Density (6  traps/mi2) 
 

22,752 
 Pontchartrain Basin Est., water only: 1/3 = Open Water Density (6  traps/mi2); 1/3 

= Marsh Density; (10 traps/mi2); 1/3 = Plaquemines High Density ( 32 traps/mi2) 

 

60,672 

LA Coast Min., water only: 100% = Open Water Density (6  traps/mi2) 55,044 

LA Coast Est., water only: 1/3 = Open Water Density (6  traps/mi2); 1/3 = Marsh 

Density; (10 traps/mi2); 1/3 = Plaquemines High Density ( 32 traps/mi2) 

 

146,784 

 
 

The minimum number of estimated visible traps remaining in Pontchartrain Basin is 

approximately six times the number of traps removed during the highest performing years of derelict 

crab trap removal (22,752 versus 3,822). This estimate does not include the number of traps that have 

lost their float line and are not visible from the surface. Furthermore, estimates of the number of traps 

per commercial fisherman have increased over time from 268 (Guillory et al., 2001) to 452 in 2019 

(pers. comm., Jack Issacs, LDWF). Using estimates of the number of traps per commercial fisherman 

(pers. comm., Jack Issacs, LDWF), the number of commercial fisherman reporting crab landings per 

year (LDWF Trip Tickets), and a trap loss rate of 26% per fisherman (pers. comm., Jack Issacs, LDWF), 

the total number of traps becoming derelict per year was calculated. (Figure 21). The number of traps 

removed during cleanup efforts were subtracted from each year’s total. Without information on 

geographic distribution of fishing effort, uniform effort throughout the state is assumed for this 

calculation. 
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Figure 21: The estimated total number of traps per year that are derelict in the Louisiana coastal zone (since 
2004). The number removed through derelict crab trap pick-up is subtracted from each year’s total. The 
average number of traps owned per commercial fisher is multiplied by the number of commercial fishers 
reporting landings per year and multiplied by an average trap loss rate of 26%. Also pictured are the number of 
traps that have been retrieved annually in Louisiana through derelict crab trap removal program since it began 
in 2004. Also shown is the number of traps that could be removed with $1 Million and $2 Million at $20 per 
trap for removal cost. 

 

Estimate of Impact and Economic Return 
 

Based on the published estimate that derelict traps cause the mortality of 25.8 crabs per year in 

Louisiana (Guillory, 1993), the range of possible mortality from the foregoing derelict trap estimates can 

be calculated (Table 4). Assuming that derelict traps ghost fish for three years, and that the average 

retail price for a crab is $1.55, an indication of the economic value of the wasted blue crab resource can 

be calculated. For the Louisiana Coastal Zone, the economic value of lost blue crabs to derelict crab trap 

ghost fishing ranges from $7M to $18M over the three-year period that the trap continues to fish. Using 

our higher cost of removal ($20.00/trap), the return on investment is about 500%. The economic value 

estimate of the wasted crabs does not include many other economic impacts, such as those to 

recreational fishing, shrimp fishers, or due to navigational incidents or the longer-term impact of un-

retrieved, visible traps that have lost their float line. A more thorough NOAA (2016) study of derelict 
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crab traps in Chesapeake Bay also concluded that derelict crab trap removal is highly cost effective: 

“Targeted pot removals in heavily-fished areas would be a highly cost-effective way to increase catch 

efficiency and reduce bycatch mortality” (NOAA, 2016). Scheld et al. (2016) found that the $4.2 million 

investment to remove crab traps in Chesapeake Bay provided an enhanced blue crab harvest of $21.3 

million. This implies an economic return of 5 to 1, in spite of the fact that the cost to remove traps 

during this period exceeded $100 per trap (Pers. Comm. Donna M Bilkovic – Virginia Institute of Marine 

Studies). Based on our analysis and the analysis conducted for Chesapeake Bay, it is very likely there is a 

strong positive return on investment to retrieve derelict traps in Louisiana. Figure 22 utilizes the trap 

estimates from Figure 21 to estimate the annual economic impact and annual investment to recover 

traps. We estimate the combined economic impact averages $14m/year with a cumulative impact over 

18 years of $256m. The average investment over this time span to remove traps is $53,000/year. The 

ratio of the economic impact to the investment to reduce the impact 267:1. As startling as these 

numbers may seem, we feel they are conservative and may underestimate the disparity scale of the 

problem to the effort to address the problem. 

 

Figure 22:  Based on the estimated derelict traps per year in the prior figure, this graph assumes a replacement 

$40/trap cost for the traps and the cost of lost fishery ($1/crab). The estimated investment to recover the traps 

is based on the actual recovery in the prior figure and assuming an average recovery cost of $20/trap.  
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Table 4: Estimate of the Impact of Visible Derelict Crab Traps and Retrieval costs due to one year of derelict 
traps 

 

 

Ghost Fishing Impacts 2020: Target and Non-Target Species 
 

During PC’s 2020 derelict crab trap removal, 4,599 crabs were found in traps, including 1,883 

crabs from the East Lake Pontchartrain closure and 2,716 from the Lake Borgne closure. Of the 1,883 in 

the East Lake Pontchartrain closure, 16% were dead (296) and of the 2,716 in the Lake Borgne closure 

6% were dead (174). The 6% observed in the Lake Borgne closure is consistent with what was seen in 

the 2018 St. Bernard Closure and 2019 Plaquemines Closure and slightly lower than what Anderson and 

Alford (2014) observed during their rodeos in 2014 in multiple coastal basins (Table 5). The 16% dead 

observed in the West Lake Pontchartrain closure was a much higher percentage dead than Anderson 

and Alford (2014) observed during their rodeos in 2014 but was fairly close to that observed in the 

2019 West Lake Pontchartrain Closure. 

A high percentage of dead fish was also observed during the 2020 East Lake Pontchartrain 

closure. A total of 189 fish were observed in derelict crab traps with 13.8% of them being dead (26) 

compared to Lake Borgne which had a total of 148 fish observed with 10.8% of them being dead (16). 

During the late winter and spring months Lake Pontchartrain experiences above normal sedimentation 

rates due to large waves from winter storms disturbing bottom sediments and freshwater flooding due 

to local northshore rivers and the Bonnet Carre Spillway flood control structure diverting flood waters 

from the Mississippi River into Lake Pontchartrain. During the removal process it was noted that a large 

number of traps were difficult to remove due to being buried in the substrate with a few being so 

deeply buried that the rope attached to the trap would break before the trap would become freed. This 

above normal sedimentation rate could potentially be causing more crabs and fish to die when a trap 

first becomes derelict but also keeps larger crabs and fish from entering the derelict trap once the 

entrance of the trap (funnels) are below the substrate. The 2020 East Lake Pontchartrain closure took 

place during the month of February meaning that the large percentage of dead crabs and fish could be 

directly related to the high rates of sedimentation during that time of year. 

Using the Guillory (1993) average of 25.8 dead crabs per trap/year and a derelict trap life of 

three years, PC prevented potentially 233,980 crabs from being wasted in derelict traps. Ghost fishing 

mortality has been found to preferentially affect large crabs that cannot escape as easily, and therefore 

die in the trap (Guillory, 1993). In addition to direct mortality, there is evidence that ghost fishing 

harms crabs that it doesn’t kill through cannibalism, fatigue, etc.; additionally, crabs that experience 

injury are less likely to escape predation. 

 

Region
Estimated # 

of traps

# wasted 

crab/yr

$ wasted 

crab*/year

$ value of crabs 

(over 3 years)

Estimated cost to 

remove ($20.00 

trap)

ROI 3 

years

$ value of lost 

traps**/ year

$ value of lost traps 

(over 3 years)

Pon. Basin Min 22,752 587,002 $909,852 $2,729,557.44 $455,040 500% $1,137,600 $3,412,800

Pon Basin Est 60,672 1,565,338 $2,426,273 $7,278,819.84 $1,213,440 500% $3,033,600 $9,100,800

La Coast Min 55,044 1,420,135 $2,201,210 $6,603,628.68 $1,100,880 500% $2,752,200 $8,256,600

La Coast Est 146,784 3,787,027 $5,869,892 $17,609,676.48 $2,935,680 500% $7,339,200 $22,017,600

*assumes retail cost of $1.55/crab ** assumes retail cost of $50/trap
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Table 5: Percent dead of total blue crabs found in traps during from PC’s efforts in 2017 through 2020 and a 

study conducted across Coastal Louisiana. 
 

Diamondback Terrapin in 2018-2019 & 2020 Update 
 

During the 2020 closures, no Diamondback Terrapins were found in the East Lake Pontchartrain 

closure but PC observed 40 Diamondback Terrapins (12 live and 28 dead) captured in 14 derelict traps 

during the Lake Borgne closure (Figure 20 and Figure 21). Lake Borgne is adjacent to the 

Hopedale/Biloxi Marsh area that saw an abundance of turtle encounters in 2018. In Louisiana, LDWF 

biologists have research underway to better understand the abundance and population status of 

Diamondback Terrapin in the Louisiana coast (Pearson, n.d.). Increased understanding of Louisiana 

Diamondback Terrapins will help understand how to best manage populations and help prevent 

negative impacts of habitat loss and interactions with the blue crab fishery. 

During the 2018 closure, Pontchartrain Conservancy observed 12 live and 95 dead Diamondback 

Terrapin turtles in 35 derelict crab traps. The highest number of dead turtles observed in one trap was 

16. Diamondback Terrapins mate in March and April, and during this time, it’s been suggested that they 

move substantial distances to mate in the aggregate (Hauswaldt & Glenn, 2005), which could explain 

why they are found in large numbers in derelict traps this time of year. In 2017, PC picked up traps in 

the same general area from Feb 20 - March 6, and no Diamondback Terrapins, live or dead were 

observed in any of the 2,096 traps retrieved directly by our staff. In 2019 only one dead Diamondback 

Terrapin was found in a derelict crab trap, it was located in the Plaquemines closure near Shell Lagoon 

about four miles south of Bayou Terre Aux Boeuf and three miles west of Four Horse Lake. There are 

several possible reasons for the sharp decrease in turtle encounters from 2018 to 2019. The 2019 

closure areas were held earlier than the 2018 closure (2018 held in March, 2019 held in February), and 

it’s possible that this difference in timing reduced observed terrapin/crab trap interactions. 

Additionally, both 2019 closure areas where located in regions that are directly affected by freshwater 

input. The 2018 closure area was held north of Bayou Terre aux Boeuf, in and around the Hopedale/ 

Biloxi Marsh area, which is preferred habitat and less directly affected by freshwater input. 

 

Crabs released

(total)

3607 732 9% Coastal Louisiana Anderson and Alford 2014

1903 1853 7% Pontchartrain Basin Pontchartrain Conservancy 2017

3255 4000 6% St. Bernard Pontchartrain Conservancy 2018

401 206 23% West Lake Pontchartrain Pontchartrain Conservancy 2019

2301 3063 5% Plaquemines Pontchartrain Conservancy 2019

1142 1883 16% East Lake Pontchartrain Pontchartrain Conservancy 2020

1881 2716 6% Lake Borgne Pontchartrain Conservancy 2020

Number of Traps Percent dead Location Source
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Figure 23: A. 11 dead Diamondback Terrapins found in a derelict trap in Lake Borgne during 2020 closure.  

B. Dead Diamondback Terrapin and a live blue crab found in a derelict trap in Lake Borgne during 2020 

closure. 
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Figure 24: Locations of derelict crab traps containing Diamondback Terrapin removed during the 2020 Lake 

Borgne closure. 

 

The Gulf of Mexico Alliance (GOMA), which is a Regional Ocean Partnership, works to sustain 

the resources of the Gulf of Mexico. Led by the five Gulf States, the broad partner network includes 

federal agencies, academic organizations, businesses, and other non-profits in the region 

(https://gulfofmexicoalliance.org/). GOMA recognizes the importance of the diamondback terrapin and 

considers it a species of concern in the Gulf of Mexico. Currently, the GOMA-Wildlife and Fisheries Team 

is developing a conservative plan that will create a central source for terrapin information in the Gulf 

based on the best available science and expert input. The plan will also include recommendations to 

prevent and reverse declines in terrapin populations and their habitats; these recommendations can be 

used to inform conservation and restoration efforts across the region (Gulf of Mexico Alliance, 2020).  
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Blue Crab Fishery Management as of 2020 Derelict Crab Trap Closure 
 

In 2014, a comprehensive management plan was published for the blue crab in Louisiana with 

the goal of maintaining long-term sustainability of the fishery (Bourgeois et al., 2014). Concurrently, a 

resolution passed requiring that “Should the fishing mortality or exploitable biomass exceed the 

overfished or overfishing limits, or exceed the targets for three consecutive years, as defined in the 

most current Louisiana blue crab stock assessment, LDWF shall come before the Commission with an 

updated assessment and a series of management options for the Commission to review and act upon, 

intended to keep the fishery from becoming overfished, and that management options for review and 

action shall include provisions for emergency closures, time based closures, and spatial closures.” 

Included in these potential options are geographic or time-based closures and, in a separate resolution, 

the requirement of an additional 3rd escape ring, as well as increased size of escape rings to permit 

escape of juveniles. Fisherman were allowed three years to comply with the change in escape ring 

regulation. In 2016, it was determined through an LDWF stock assessment update that the blue crab in 

Louisiana was overfished (J. B. West 2016). In response, several management actions were proposed by 

LDWF and adopted by LWFC. These actions included a restriction on the harvest of juvenile female 

crabs and a restriction on the harvest of mature female blue crabs for a defined period of time. In 2017, 

a statewide emergency 30-day closure was approved with the goal of reducing the harvest. During this 

time, two 16-day derelict crab trap removals were held east and west of Bayou Lafourche respectively. 

After the 2017 statewide closure, crab fishermen expressed concern regarding the 2017 impact on the 

blue crab market conditions. In October 2017, the LWFC amended the blue crab harvest rule replacing 

the 30-day complete closure with a 60-day ban on the commercial harvest of mature female crabs 

during March and April, which was enforced in 2018. Meanwhile, the Louisiana Crab Task Force was 

charged with generating alternative suggestions to inform LDWF’s recommended actions to the LWFC. 

Four alternative strategies for harvest reduction were generated by the LCTF and public input was 

sought through a survey. As of September 2018, the LWFC adopted a Notice of Intent to change the 

ban on the commercial harvest of mature female crabs from March to April, 2019 to the recreational 

and commercial ban on the take or possession of mature female blue crab from September 9 – October 

13, 2019 (35-day ban). 

 As of 2019, the most current stock assessment by LDWF, the Louisiana blue crab stock is 

currently not overfished or exceeding the exploitable biomass target, but was considered overfished in 

1995, 2013, and 2015. Further, the stock is currently not experiencing overfishing or exceeding the 

fishing mortality target (West et al. 2019). 
 

2018 Legislation – HB799 and 2019 Proposed Changes 
 

For derelict crab traps removals prior to 2019, Louisiana law required that derelict traps be 

crushed and disposed of on the same day retrieved. This restriction has prevented LDWF from adapting 

the program to, for example, fund the program through trap resale, store the traps for recycling, or use 

the traps for a novel purpose should opportunity arise. In an effort to make the derelict crab trap 

program more flexible regarding use of derelict traps, HB799 was sponsored by Rep. Raymond Garofalo 

https://legiscan.com/LA/text/HB799/2018


 

43  

[R] and became law May, 2018. The law states that LWFC determines “the disposition of the 

abandoned traps,” allowing for programmatic adaptation in the future. This ruling opens the door to 

changes that may make the program financially self-sustaining or more effective. However, any 

program changes are fraught with implementation complications. For that reason, LDWF has taken the 

last year to develop some possible program modifications. LDWF has a list of possible program 

modifications under internal review. At this time, it appears that in 2021, LDWF may attempt a 

demonstration DCTP project which would be to improve recovery but also return of some abandoned 

gear back to commercial fishers.  

Since this legislation was changed, PC applied for and received a Grant from the Coypu 

Foundation for innovation research in removing derelict crab traps. Funds will be used to hold 

meetings with stakeholders (fishers, fisheries managers, LCTF) to organize effort around selected 

strategies and initiate innovative gear testing. Funds will also be used to purchase and test technology 

(RFID tags/readers, biodegradable panels). PC will run experiments with licensed commercial crab 

fishers to test the effectiveness of various technology. A report will be available discussing the results 

when the project is complete. 

 

2019 Fisheries Disaster Declaration 
 

Due to a massive influx of freshwater in 2019 from the repeat opening of the Bonnet Carre 

Spillway, four floods on the Pearl River and extensive flooding on Vermillion and Sabine Rivers, there 

was a negative impact to certain fisheries in Louisiana and Mississippi. As a consequence, NOAA 

declared a federal Fisheries disaster (#89). Louisiana submitted a request for a disaster declaration 

(appendix), for which PC also sent a letter of support. NOAA has allocated $58,343,185 for Louisiana due 

to the 2019 event. LDWF is drafting a spending plan for approval to NOAA, this plan may include money 

to be spent removing derelict crab traps. PC sent a letter to LDWF (appendix) with suggestions on how 

some of the disaster funds might be utilized in Louisiana. This included a recommendation by PC to 

substantially increase funding for monitoring and marine debris such as the DCTP. (Figure 20) illustrates 

how significant just $1M or $2M in crab trap recovery could address the number of derelict traps 

estimated to be lost per year.  

 

Lessons Learned: 

Since 2016, PC’s involvement in the derelict crab trap program has elucidated a variety of 

lessons to improve the efficiency, efficacy and safety of trap removal and these are documented 

below: 

1. A very large number of derelict traps are within the Louisiana Coastal Zone, and are 

needlessly contributing to wasting of a great natural resource by crab mortality. 

2. Under a properly implemented derelict crab trap program there is a positive return on 

investment to retrieve derelict traps. 

3. Hiring commercial boats suitable for crab trap collection is more cost effective than using 
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recreational boats typically available (18 to 22 ft. runabouts). 

4. An ideal commercial vessel for marsh retrieval has the following features: 

i. Speed over 20 mph with a plane hull 

ii. Capacity to carry 150 to 250 traps (uncrushed) 

iii. Draft <18 inches, shallower is better. 

iv. Large open deck with tie-downs 

v. Square bow 

vi. Flat-bottomed 

vii. Experienced captain 

viii. A crab trap puller/winch 

5. These flat-bottomed vessels will not work as well in lakes and waterbodies greater than five 

miles if there is significant wind. For large water bodies and on windy days, v-hull vessels 

would be more effective. Typical shrimp trawler boats or commercial crab boats could work in 

conditions not ideal for flat-bottomed boats. 

6. Coordination, before and during clean-ups, with all other parties, to effectively target areas 

with high derelict crab trap densities is important. 

7. Heavy Lineman’s pliers work well for cutting float lines from crab traps, and are safer than knives. 

8. Have at least two to three pairs of rubber dipped or heavy duty garden gloves per person 

as gloves get destroyed or lost. 

9. Have a system where fish bycatch that are not identifiable on the boat can be photographed 

and linked to an unknown on the datasheet for later identification. 

10. Unloading crab traps from boats and smashing them can be a bottleneck. Multiple crushers 

can address this problem. 

11. It can be helpful to have a crew to smash crab traps when the boats come in with the first 

load, although it is not always necessary. 

12. Make sure to have adequate first aid, especially at volunteer-based rodeos. 

13. Use existing bungee hooks on crab traps to hold them together for boat travel. 

14. Two crew per v-hull center console boat, and three crew (including boat captains) per large 

boat (i.e. flat boat or shrimp boat) are ideal. The larger boats typically need a dedicated 

driver, data/note taker, and collector. Often the larger contracted boats come with a captain, 

in which case two additional crew members would need to be provided. 

15. Focus on areas that allow for easy access (close to a marina, wind shelter, deep enough, 

etc.) with high density of traps. 

16. Leave very easy access areas with high densities for volunteer days so the public can 

easily contribute. 

17. Talk with commercial shrimpers about where they dump derelict traps from their nets. Offer 

to target the waters they fish if they will volunteer their time. 

18. If working out of the same marina for multiple days, it may be best to store boats and 

equipment at the marina. 

19. Outline plan with dumpster company and try to provide updates to them in a timely 

manner (may be every day). 

20. A 40-yard3 dumpster can hold about 300 – 350 crushed crab traps 

21. Larger boats (the big flat boat, shrimp trawling boats, crab fishing boats, length 35 - 45 ft.) 
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can hold about 100-175 crab traps and can make two trips per day. 

22. Make a large map for volunteer days to show volunteers where high density traps are and 

where areas that have been cleaned are. 

23. Adequately train participants to correctly identify derelict traps. 

24. Supply binoculars to participants for sighting traps. 

25. Improve volunteer data collection, including clarification on size of catch (i.e. do not 

include juvenile crabs associated with traps yet not “trapped”). Include live versus dead 

bivalves/mollusks, and count turtle shells as dead turtles. 

26. Recording exact data per each trap makes for better trap per square mile analysis. 

27. Closure areas that end on natural boundaries make it easier for boat drivers to stay within 

the closure. 

28. Adding the closure maps on each boat GPS is likely ideal to avoid boundary confusion. 

29. Minimizing the introduction of new boat drivers helps with project continuity. 

30. Target closures on areas with highest fishing effort to maximize impact and efficiency. 

31. Trimble R1 and tablet used to collect data made collection faster, more efficient, more 

accurate, and eliminated data entry. 

32. Boats with trap pullers (winches) made trap retrieval faster and less physically demanding. 

33. Hiring a deckhand reduced staffing pressure and made trap retrieval more efficient in 2019. 
34. Managing agency should, when possible, tailor geographic closure areas to the match 

the capacity and funding of entities picking up derelict crab traps. 
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