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Abstract. The catch of crab within the estuarine complexes is the 
main economic source of riparian communities throughout 
Northeastern Brazil. This study aimed to investigate the 
ethnoknowledge of uçá-crab collectors in the District of Várzea do 
Una, in the Municipality of São José da Coroa Grande (Pernambuco 
State, Brazil), as well as to infer on their perception regarding the 
activity of catching the uçá-crab Ucides cordatus (Linnaeus, 1763) 
(Crustacea: Decapoda), and regarding the mangrove. For the 
evaluation of ethnobiological and socio-economic issues relating to 
the crab collectors, a structured questionnaire was applied. 
Regarding the socio-economic profile of the collectors, they are 
professionals with a poor quality of life, with no prospect of 
progression, living in permanent preservation areas, and extracting 
from them the resources to survive. It was demonstrated that the 
studied community of uçá-crab collectors strongly interacts with the 
mangrove, and the empirical knowledge, in several situations, 
perfectly correlated with the data available in the scientific literature. 
Thus, it becomes evident that the knowledge of the crab collectors 
can contribute to scientific studies and should be considered in the 
development of actions aiming at the local management and 
preservation of this fishery resources. 
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Introduction 

The Brazilian mangroves cover 
approximately 25,000 km², including areas 
from the extreme north of Amapá State 
(latitude 4º 30’ N) to the extreme south of 
Santa Catarina State (latitude 28º 53’ S). 
Currently, Brazil is the third country with 
the largest mangrove areas in the world 
(Giri et al., 2011), providing a wealth of 
resources for several coastal communities 
(Alves et al., 2005; Santos et al., 2016; 
Santos et al., 2017). 

The use of mangrove resources 
arose in remote times, dating from 7,000 to 
10,000 years ago, evidencing the use of 
mangrove fauna, such as crabs, mussels, 
oysters, and fish, by prehistoric nomadic 
tribes, and can be proved by the existence 
of sambaquis (kitchen midden or shell 
heap) distributed along the coast (Alves and 
Nishida, 2003). Therefore, the relevance of 
the mangroves transcends the ecological 
scope, with economic, social and cultural 
importance. 

Crabs collection is the main 
economic activity of the traditional 
communities from mangrove areas. Among 
the species commercialized in Brazil, the 
most prominent are Cardisoma guanhumi 
(Latreille, 1828), Goniopsis cruentata 
(Latreille, 1802), Callinectes spp, and 
Ucides cordatus (Linnaeus, 1763), 
popularly known as uçá-crab. The latter one 
is the most relevant species for the 
economy of the riparian populations 
(Capistrano and Lopes, 2012; Alves and 
Nishida, 2003). 

In general, the capture of uçá-crab 
is carried out individually, manually or with 
instruments, made by the collector to 
facilitate the collection, such as nets, 
cutters, among others. The capture can also 

be carried out without boats or any type of 
infrastructure, predominately performed by 
groups of people with no permanent 
employment, who use the resource 
availability to obtain income. 

The knowledge of the collectors 
about the ecosystems in which they are 
inserted constitutes a valuable inheritance 
that modernity cannot do without. 
Mangrove is important in the subsistence 
economy of several coastal communities, in 
which the assessment of ecosystem 
potential can serve as a basis for 
establishing the sustainability of extractive 
activities since mangroves have a high 
biological productivity (Morbeg and 
Ronnback, 2003). 

This study aimed to investigate the 
ethnobiological aspects involved in the 
capture, commercialization, and interaction 
of the uçá-crab collectors with the 
environment, to better understanding the 
environmental perception by the collectors 
and their awareness of environmental 
issues. The empirical knowledge of the crab 
collectors is fundamental for the 
implementation of social programs aimed at 
improving the quality of life of these 
workers, as well as for the development of 
programs for the management and 
conservation of natural resources, 
especially the uçá-crab. 

Method 

The present study was conducted in 
the Estuary of the Una River, located in the 
Várzea do Una Village (08° 50’ S, 
35° 09’ W), in the Municipality of São José 
da Coroa Grande, South coast of 
Pernambuco State, Brazil (Figure 1). The 
study area is in the Environmental 
Protection Area of the Coral Coast, 
bordering Alagoas State. 
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Figure 1. Location of the Várzea do Una Village, in the Municipality of São José da Coroa Grande. 
Source: Una Museum. 
 
 
 

The research was carried out in 
October 2016, during the crab collectors’ 
activity and in informal meetings near their 
homes. The data were obtained through 
open and semi-structured interviews. The 
interviews followed ethnoscientific precepts 
with a balanced emicist-ethicist approach 
(Sturtevant, 1964). Collectors (N = 20) of 
both genders were interviewed. They were 
contacted using the snowball technique 
(Goodman, 1961). The interviews took 
place in different contexts and had an 
average duration of 30 min and addressed 
socioenvironmental and ethnobiological 
issues relating to the uçá-crab collectors. 
Direct observations were also made, 
accompanying the informants in their 
routine activities. 

The ethnographic data were 
analyzed by the frequency of occurrence. 
Photographic records were made whenever 

possible, and their publication was allowed 
by the respondent, who were asked to sign a 
consent form. 

Results and discussion 

The anthropic activities in the study 
area are related to the disordered occupation 
and to the inadequate use of the soil. 
Deforestation and landfills are carried out 
by the population with the purpose of 
building houses and disposing of domestic 
effluents, and solid waste is directly 
disposed of in the mangrove. 

The age of the collectors ranged 
from 18 to 65 years, with an average of 45 
years, characterizing a contingent that 
complements the family income through the 
collection of crab-uçá. Regarding marital 
status, about 50% were unmarried, 40% 
married, 5% concubinage, and 5% 
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divorced. Most of them have completed 
primary and secondary education (60%), 
whereas the others (40%) have no level of 
education. This result characterizes the crab 
population of this community as poorly 
qualified, as already observed in other areas 
of the Brazilian coast (Alves and Nishida, 
2003). 

Working time as a crab collector 
ranged from 5 to 30 years, with 30% of 
respondents depending on this resource as 
the only source of income, earning an 
average of 1 minimum (R$ 937.00) wage to 
survival. The low income of these workers 
may be related to low schooling or 

traditional way of life, based on subsistence 
production. 

During crab collection, the animals 
are captured by a mousetrap, machete and 
or “braceamento” (using the arm) (20%), 
although 80% use the “redinha” (little-net 
technique) (Figure 2). The use of little-net 
by the collectors to capture the crab has 
caused the decrease of the species (Table 
1). These techniques were reported by other 
authors who discussed the ethnobiological 
and socio-economic issues relating to the 
crab collectors (Albuquerque and 
Albuquerque, 2005). 

 
 
 

 
Figure 2. Tools used by the collectors during the uçá-crab capture. 
 
 
 

Crab captures are performed in 3 or 
4 days per week, with an average extraction 
of 20 ropes/day (each rope contains 
10 crabs). The collectors move in the 
mangrove by walking. Most of them are 

men (85%), children and adolescents also 
participate in this activity. The low 
participation of women is justified by their 
dedication to the care of the house and the 
children. 
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Table 1. Description of the main tools and techniques used in the artisanal capture of uçá-crab in the 
Várzea do Una mangroves. 

Crab capture technique 
and tools Description 

Redinha (Little-net) 

Little-net is a tangle of thread removed from polypropylene bag, which is 
placed at the entrance of the crab’s burrow to trap the animal when it comes 
out to breathe and eat. This tool can catch from sixty to seventy crabs. This 
technique requires little physical effort, but it has the disadvantage of 
catching crabs of any age and ovigerous females. 

Mousetrap 

The mousetrap used to capture crabs is a kind of trapdoor made with oil can 
and wood. Few collectors use the mousetrap to capture the uçá-crab, most of 
them use this trap to capture crabs of other species. This technique consists 
of placing a vegetable bait (coconut or leaves) into the mousetrap to attract 
the animal. The main advantage of this technique is the low cost to make 
this tool since it is made of oil can and wood only. 

Machete 
The machete is a tool used for drilling and cutting during. It serves to cut 
aerial roots of the mangrove to facilitate the capture and to make possible 
the use of some techniques used by the collectors. 

Braceamento 

It is the traditional method of capture, allowed by IBAMA legislation. It 
involves a direct contact of the collector with the substrate of the mangrove, 
consisting of inserting the arm inside the burrow or gallery to extract the 
crab. This technique requires a lot of physical effort and causes injuries to 
the hands and arms. 

 
 
 

Most collectors (80%) are not 
associated with cooperatives, and they sell 
the crabs at free fairs, at the beach, in bars 
and restaurants. This fact was also observed 
by Maneschy (1993) among crab collectors 
in Pará State, suggesting that the 
demobilization of this category translates 
the fact that they incorporate a devalued 
and stereotyped image of their work. The 
crabs are sold alive and tied to ropes, each 
one containing 10 animals, which are kept 
in covered barrels, cans or tanks with water 
until they are sold. The price of each crab 
rope ranged from R$ 8.00 (eight reals) to 
R$ 10.00 (ten reals). 

From data analysis, it was noticed 
that 80% of the collectors know about the 
legislation that prohibits the capture of the 
Ucides cordatus crab during its 
reproduction period (“andada”) and when 
there are ovigerous females (Brasil, 2014). 
However, even knowing the environmental 
laws, these crustaceans are caught 
indiscriminately, and the collectors are not 
afraid of punishment. 

For the majority of the respondents 
(90%) know the prohibition period of 
capture and agree with the uçá-crab closed 

season (MPA/MMA No. 1 of January 13, 
2011). These findings are similar to those 
of Oliveira and Rangel (2016). A total of 
80% of the collectors were aware of the 
uçá-crab closed season through the 
Brazilian Institute of Environment and 
Renewable Natural Resources (IBAMA) 
and 20% through acquaintances or relatives. 
However, all of them would change the 
prohibition period, even knowing that, in 
this period, there are more ovigerous 
females in the muddy mangroves. These 
data differ from those found by Fiscarelli 
and Pinheiro (2002), who verified that a 
little more than half of the respondents 
would not change the date of the uçá-crab 
closed season. 

The significant reduction in the 
population of uçá-crab in the mangrove of 
the Várzea do Una Village is mainly due to 
the behavior of the collectors and the 
pollution caused by the riparian 
community. During the reproduction period 
(Brazil, 2014), the collectors capture a 
higher number of uçá-crab, even though 
they know the law that preserves this 
period, interfering with the natural 
reproduction of this species. During 
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informal conversations, the collectors 
admitted they were responsible for the 
mangrove conditions in the Várzea do Una 
Village, pointing out that “from where it is 
extracted with no supply, only remains 
bankrupt”. 

Conclusions 

There is a significant impact on the 
reduction of fishing resources in the Várzea 
do Una village, due to the disorderly 
capture of the Ucides cordatus crab. Part of 
these environmental impacts is caused by 
the community since in much of the 
mangrove area the species is endangered. 
According to the collectors, the number of 
crabs captured in comparison to a few years 
ago has significantly reduced. However, 
awareness regarding the moderate capture 
and capture methods that do not affect the 
permanence of life in the mangrove should 
be considered by the collectors, as well as 
the use of alternative means of working to 
improve the living conditions of the 
riverine population. Due to their significant 
interaction with the mangrove, the 
collectors have an empirical knowledge, 
which in some cases correlate with the one 
found in the scientific literature. In this 
sense, measures aimed at the management 
and preservation of this species are needed, 
in partnerships with the community and the 
public power. 
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