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Notification to the CBD-secretariat:  
 
Norway’s management of the invasive Red King Crab constitutes a direct 
violation of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity 

 
Dear Sirs 

The Red King Crab is an alien invasive species in Norwegian waters. Despite this, Norwegian 
management policy for the species has been targeted at building the population to a size where the 
species can be harvested with maximal economic yield. Concern over the long term effects of this 
policy within one of the world’s most productive marine ecosystems is growing.  

To our judgement, the Norwegian management scheme for the invasive Red King Crab constitutes a 
clear violation of the CBD, in particular its article 8h and its guiding principles. It is our desire with 
this notification to the CBD secretariat that the issue will be presented and discussed within the 
relevant bodies under the CBD, that Norway will be informed and reminded of its obligations to the 
convention and that the situation be made known to the countries which may be affected by the 
future expansion of this species’ range resulting from the Norwegian management.  

 



 

Red King Crab  
Paralithodes camtschaticus 
- Basic biological data: 

 

 
 
The species’ natural distribution ranges from Barrow and 
the Chukchi Sea, the Bering Sea to the Queen Charlotte 
Islands, and along the Aleutian Islands to Japan. 
 
The Red King Crab was introduced to the Barents Sea from 
the Sea of Okhotsk several times in the 60’and early 70’.  
 
The vertical distribution ranges from the shoreline and 
down to 400 meters deep, depending on size, age and time 
of the year.  
 
Mature individuals migrate to shallow waters in April/May 
to reproduce. After some time the crab will return to deeper 
water in search for food. Adult crabs spend the winter at 3-
400 meters depth.  
 
A mature female crab may deposit between 25 000 and 400 
000 eggs depending on age and size. Larvae are pelagic, but 
settle in shallow waters (down to 30 meters) 1-2 months 
after hatching. 
 
The Red King Crab appears to feed on a wide range of prey, 
especially polychaete worms, small bivalves (e.g. clams) 
and echinoderms (e.g. sea urchins and starfish). Because it 
consumes large quantities of food for its body size, it is 
possible that serious depletions of some benthic species 
may occur when high concentrations of crabs build up in a 
limited area. The crab may well be a significant food 
competitor of bottom-feeding fishes. 
 
In the Arctic, the species can grow to around 10 kilos and 
reach 1.5 meter in diameter and has no natural enemies. The 
crab grows slowly, and matures after around 10 years, a can 
be up to 30 years old.  

Background: 

The Red King Crab originates from the 
Camchatca-region in Russia. In the 1960s a 
series of intentional introductions were made in 
the outer parts of the Murman-fiord in the 
Russian part of the Barents Sea. In the mid-
70ties, individual specimens started appearing 
as bycatch in fisheries on both sides of the 
Norwegian-Russian border. Through the 1978 
“Grey Zone Agreement” between Norway and 
Russian a general ban on Red King Crab catch 
was established. In the 1980s the bycatch 
numbers increased, and since 1992 the species 
has occurred in significant numbers in 
Norwegian waters. From 1994 to 2002 Russia 
and Norway conducted scientific fisheries on 
the King Crab stock. Only male specimen above 
15 cms shield-size were caught, to ensure 
recruitment and growth in the population. These 
scientific fisheries aimed at determining the 
optimum harvesting strategies for the species. 
Virtually no studies of the ecological impacts of 
this species were performed in this period.  

While the King Crab has caused serious 
problems for fisheries along the Barents Coast 
(entanglement, predation on fish in nets, etc), 
the prospect of establishing a new commerically 
valuable species in the region has been the 
overarching motivation behind the management.  

Current situation 

As a result of this policy, the Red King Crab 
population is virtually exploding in numbers 
and distribution.  

The map on page 3 shows the expanding 
distribution of the species after its release in the 
1960s until 2003.  

From 1995 until today, the king crab population has increased six-fold. The current population is 
estimated to at least 12 million specimens in the Barents Sea.  

 
 



 

 
Current management policy in Norway 

As of this year, commersial fishery on the king crab stock has been opened in Norway. The TAC is 
set at 100 000 individuals on Norwegian waters. Only males over 137 mm shield lenght are allowed 
to be landed, females and smaller speciemens must be returned to the sea. In 2003 the quota will be 
doubled to reflect the growth in the population. 

 

 
 

Red King Crab and the CBD 

The Convention on Biological 
Diversity clearly recognises the 
threat that introduced invasive 
species constitute toward 
biodiversity. Article 8(h) of the 
Convention states that 
“Contracting Parties to the 
Convention should, as far as 
possible and appropriate, 
prevent the introduction of, 
control or eradicate those alien 
species which threaten 
ecosystems, habitats or species.”  

Furthermore, the sixth 
Conference of the Parties (COP VI) adopted a series of Guiding Principles for the implementation of 
article 8h. In the following we will summarise how Norway violates a series of these guiding 
principles: 

Evolution of the Red King Crab distribution in the Barents Sea since its 
introduction in the 1960s until 2001.  

Source: Institute of Marine Research, Norway

Violation of Guiding principle 1: Precautionary approach  

Promoting the rapid growth of the Red King Crab population without any knowledge about its 
potential long-term ecological impacts is obviously not a “precautionary approach”. Considering the 
importance of the Barents Sea as one of the worlds most productive marine ecosystem, this policy 
can better be described as high-level gambling with international conservation values and food 
supplies. The King Crab population affects the same areas that serve as the main spawning and 
nursery grounds for the capelin (Mallotus villosus), one of the keystone species in the Barents Sea 
food chains. No studies of possible interactions between these two species have been performed.  

Guiding principle 1 also states that: “Lack of scientific certainty about the various implications of an 
invasion should not be used as a reason for postponing or failing to take appropriate eradication, 
containment and control measures”. In Norway, however, the lack of knowledge about potential or 
actual negative effects of the King Crab is actively being used by Norwegian authorities to defend 
the current management strategy.  



 

 
 

 
Violation of Guiding principle 2: Three stage hierarchical approach 

According to Guiding Principle 2; “If an invasive species has been introduced, early detection and 
rapid action are crucial to prevent its establishment”. Despite the fact that the first mass occurences 
of Red King Crab in Norwegian waters occurred in 1992, the same year as the CBD was adopted in 
Rio, Norway has made no attempts what so ever to prevent its establishment. As previously shown, 
Norwegian policies have been promoting the rapid growth of the King Crab population. 

Norwegian authorities commonly states that there is no way to erradicate the species from our 
waters. This may be true, but no studies have been perform to justify this claim. Moreover, there 
should be no doubt that the species could be maintained at minimal population densities, by allowing 
and promoting open fisheries on the species. Experiences from fisheries within the species natural 
range show that the species population has collapsed as a resulting of heavy fishing pressure.  

Guiding Principle 2 also states that “Any examination of benefits and costs (environmental, 
economical and social) should be done on a long term basis”. No studies of cost (neither short, nor 
long term) have been performed by Norway. Rather, studies have focused at maximising short term 
economic benefits from the Red King Crab population. 

Violation of Guiding Principle 3: Ecosystem approach 

Although the Norwegian Government has proudly announced that the ecosystem approach is the 
basis for the management of the country’s marine ecosystems (in its recent marine policy white 
paper, and at the WSSD), a purely one-species approach to the management of an alien invasive 
species like the Red King Crab is a direct contradiction of this principle.  

Violation of guiding principle 4: The role of states 

According to this Guiding Principle; “States should recognize the risk that activities within their 
jurisdiction or control may pose to other States as a potential source of invasive alien species, and 
should take appropriate individual and cooperative actions to minimise that risk.” The distribution 
range of the King Crab population in the Barents Sea is expanding rapidly, se map 1. No one is able 
to predict how far south, westwards and northwards the species will be able to colonise. Estimates 
for the potential southwards limits for the species range between Lofoten (Norway), the North Sea 
Basin and Portugal! A large King Crab population will act as a more effective source of potential 
colonisers. Countries surrounding the Northern Atlantic should express their resistance towards this 
threat posed on them by the Norwegian Red King Crab management. 

Violation of guiding principle 12: Mitigation of impacts 

According to this principle, “Once the establishment of an invasive species has been detected, States, 
individually and cooperatively should take appropriate steps such as erradiaction, containment and 
control to mitigate adverse effects”. Once again, absolutely nothing has been done by Norwegian 
authorities to mitigate the impacts of the Red King Crab.  



 

 
 

Conclusion 

There should be little room for doubt that the current management policy for the Red King Crab in 
Norwegian Waters constitutes a direct violation of the CBD. We are of course, very interested in 
receving feedback on this issue.  

We hope the CBD-secretariate will take this issue further within the relevant bodies of the CBD and 
that a statement can be made to urge Norwegian Authorities to revise their policy in light of their 
international obligations.  

If you require any more information on this matter, please do not hesitate to contact us.  

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Rasmus Hansson /sign 
Secretary General 

Andreas Tveteraas / sign 
Head of Conservation 

 


