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hat has six legs, gnarly claws, climbs trees and can 
grow to the size of a small dog? Oh! It’s tasty, too.

The answer is a coconut crab, or what the local 
Chamorros call “ayuyu.” These giant crabs are on islands 

on Guam, they have had long history with locals and visitors 

now these giant island mascots are in danger.

largest terrestrial arthropod in the world. It is a type of her-
mit crab that can grow to a leg span of more than three feet, 
weighing over nine pounds. However, they are more outgo-
ing than their hermit counterparts.

While most hermit crabs spend their entire lives inside 
their shells to protect their soft bodies from predators, co-
conut crabs rely on those shells only when they are young 
and small. When they grow older, they abandon them and 
develop hard exoskeletons that continue to grow with the 
rest of their bodies.

These crabs have also been nicknamed “robber crabs” 
on Guam. Rumor has it that they earned that reputation 
by stealing items from U.S. Marines in the trenches dur-
ing World War II. They’re known to wander into unlocked 
houses and steal knives, forks and even shoes. So, if you are 
missing some household items, look around for one of these 
big guys conspicuously crawling nearby.

Anyone who has seen a coconut crab knows they also 
have huge claws. These claws are powerful enough to tear 
through the tough shell of a coconut to get at the sweet co-
conut meat. They can climb up to 20 feet high just to reach 
growing coconuts. Though not a major part of their diet, 
perhaps this taste for coconuts is what makes them so tasty.

On Guam, Chamorro have eaten coconut crabs for centu-
ries as part of their cultural tradition. The meat has been tra-
ditionally served at various ceremonies and events such as 
weddings. It is so tender that it is often compared to lobster. 

consumption has led to rampant hunting of the crabs.
It is said that the population of larger crabs on Guam 

is nearly depleted, and hunters have now turned to 
younger and smaller crabs. Coconut crab shells have 
also become popular souvenirs for tourist, prompting 
even more hunting. As a result of these demands, the 
coconut crab population has been declining rapidly.

In 1981, the coconut crab was listed as a “vulnera-
ble species” on the International Union for Conserva-
tion of Nature Red List. However, a lack of accurate 

Today, according to the Guam Department of Ag-
riculture, coconut crabs must be at least four inches 
long to be sold commercially and at least three 
inches long for personal consumption. It also is il-
legal to collect coconut crabs with eggs. Selling 
undersized coconut crabs is an offense punishable 

According to one study, the ccoconut crab is 
also threatened by the development of Guam’s 

-
ican that recent heavy development is continually reduc-
ing the crab’s preferred habitat on Guam. Typically, female 
coconut crabs release their eggs within a few miles of the 
ocean because they hatch only upon contact with saltwater.

Today, the highest crab densities on Guam can be found 
on military installations, where limited civilian access 

-
gardless of their size, is banned on both bases, according to 

natural resources specialist at Andersen.
“The coconut crab is a unique and fascinating component 

-
-

tions about protection of the coconut crab to help preserve 
the species for the meaningful role they play in the Cham-
orro culture and its popularity as a tourist attraction.”

Obra advises that if people see the crabs on base, they 
should leave them alone. Illegal collection of crabs on 

military installations should be reported immediately to An-

5078/1849.
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You may be hesitant to pet the largest land-living arthro-

pod in the world, but go ahead, the coconut crab doesn’t 
bite. Coconut crabs can weigh up to nine pounds with a leg 
span of more than 3 feet. Locals are adept at handling the 
crabs and sometimes keep them as pets. Stop by the Cham-

photo op of you or someone brave petting a giant crab.
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