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Chesapeake lessons
Importers attempt to sustain  
blue-swimming crab fisheries 

By Lisa Duchene

governments did not see ex-
port potential for the crabs. 
Phillips’ company now op-
erates 11 plants in Asia and 
is one of several companies 
that in 2009 imported a to-
tal of 41 million pounds of 
swimming crab worth nearly 
$280 million. 

As Phillips organizes U.S. 
importers and Asian pro-
cessors to tackle the prob-
lems, he is exporting les-
sons learned from his native 
Chesapeake Bay.

“Sometimes the best lesson 
is learning what not to do. 
What we are trying to impress 
upon the Asian governments 
and the fishermen is, ‘Let’s not 
follow the path that’s been fol-
lowed with fisheries elsewhere 
in the world,’” says Phillips.

The importers’ effort be-
gan in 2006 by organizing 
Indonesian processors to talk 
about sustainability. They 
soon formed the Association 
of Indonesian Blue Swimming 
Crab Processors, called APRI, 
which represents 85 percent of 
Indonesian crab exporters. 

In 2007, the association 
turned to Seattle-based Sus-
tainable Fisheries Partner-
ship (SFP) to form a strategic 
plan to improve the fisheries. 
An early project was a poster 
urging fishermen to not catch 
egg-bearing females. 

By 2009, they had the re-
sults of a Marine Steward-
ship Council pre-assessment, 
which identified the areas in 
which the fishery fell short of 
MSC certification: absence 
of a fisheries-independent 
data and stock assessment, 
lack of management struc-
ture and lack of the genetic 
work to determine whether 
the fishery involves one or 

Rather than moving on to 
an undeveloped fishery — a 
response found throughout 
fisheries history — Phillips 
is leading an effort to cre-
ate a fisheries management 
regime for Asian blue swim-
ming crab.

“The worst thing you can do 
sometimes is disengage from a 
fishery,” he adds. “That’s not 
socially responsible. We can’t 
go in and mismanage their re-
source and rape their resource 
and 20 years later they have 
nothing. That’s criminal, in 
my opinion. I wasn’t raised 
that way and we don’t operate 
that way. 

“The thing I need to do,” 
says Phillips, “is stay engaged 
in the industry and help the 
industry make improvements 
to help sustain that resource.”

I
n the late 1980s, Steve Phil-
lips pioneered fisheries de-
velopment in the Philippines 
and Indonesia to export 
blue-swimming crabs to the 
United States. Now, his Balti-
more-based company, Phillips 
Foods, along with at least 10 
importers, relies on the crab 
supply from those countries 
as well as in China, Thailand 
and Vietnam to produce pas-
teurized crab and other value-
added products sold nation-
ally and to supply Phillips’ 10 
East Coast restaurants. 

But the fishery may be over-
harvested. In the last decade, 
the crabs (Portunus pelagi-
cus) were smaller than in the 
1990s and the fishermen had 
to work harder to harvest a 
smaller catch. Both are telling 
signs of overfishing. 

Two decades ago, Philips, 
a Maryland native and the 
grandson of Chesapeake Bay 
watermen, realized the Chesa-
peake’s blue crab (Callinectes 
sapidus) production wouldn’t 
be enough to satisfy growing 
U.S. demand for the sweet, 
tender meat, and Phillips’ 
growing business.  

He’d spotted a blue crab in 
a magazine picture, and soon 
visited the Philippines and 
Thailand, where the national 

What we are trying  
to impress upon  

the Asian governments 
and the fishermen is,  

‘Let’s not follow  
the path that’s  

been followed with 
fisheries elsewhere 

in the world.’

— Steve Phillips, CEO, 
Phillips Foods
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Steve Phillips and other crab 
importers are hoping to 

improve fisheries in Asia.

Continued on page 46
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in four flavors: cumin, corian-
der, curry powder and ginger. 
While chefs around the world 
have been roasting spices for 
years, McCormick has created 
a simpler and more consistent 
way to obtain that hearty fla-
vor. The new flavors in the 
Lawry’s® Rubs line are: cracked 
pepper, garlic and herb; sweet 
basil, citrus and garlic; garlic, 
rosemary and lemon; Asian 
ginger, garlic and chile; chipo-
tle cinnamon; and smoky chile 
and cumin. The rubs can be 
used to create a signature crust 
that adds both visual and tex-
tural appeal to center-of-the-
plate proteins. Contact Mc-
Cormick For Chefs™ – Food 
Away From Home Division at 
(800) 322-SPICE, or visit its 
website at www.McCormick-
ForChefs.com.

three products are available in 
8-ounce packs. Contact Tam-
pa Maid at (800) 462-5896, 
or visit its website at www.
tampamaid.com.

SEASONINGS

Rub it in
McCormick For Chefs™ – 
Food Away From Home 
Division has introduced Mc-
Cormick Culinary™ Roast-
ed Spices and new Lawry’s® 
Rubs. Part of the McCormick 
For Chefs-branded portfo-
lio, McCormick Culinary™ 
is a core line of professional 
spices, herbs and seasonings 
and Lawry’s® rubs, mixes and 
seasoning blends that enhance 
any center-of-the-plate offer-
ing. Each seasoning is pack-
aged in an easy-to-pour or 
spoon foodservice-size bottle 
designed to seal in freshness 
and protect the product. The 
all-natural McCormick Cu-
linary™ Roasted Spices come 

VALUE-ADDED

Beer-breaded scallops
Icelandic® USA has launched 
Yuengling® Lager Panko 

Breaded Scallops that are 
breaded, not battered, and of-
fer a unique combination of 
Yuengling® Lager and panko 
breadcrumbs. Wild “dry” 
(natural, never soaked in 
tripolyphosphate) scallops are 
harvested from the North At-
lantic and graded for unifor-
mity. The scallops are perfect 
for appetizers, entrées, seafood 
baskets and more. Contact 
Icelandic at (800) ICELAN-
DIC, or visit its website at 
www.icelandic.com.

Party solutions 
Margaritaville Foods shrimp 
brings tropical taste sensations 
to any party. Several flavor 
options in the Margaritaville 
shrimp product line have 
bold, authentic island flavors. 
Volcano Shrimp are premium 
butterfly shrimp topped with 
a blend of three cheeses and 
diced mild jalapenos, then 
coated with ovenable bread-
crumbs. Island Lime Shrimp 
are extra large, plump P&D 
shrimp in a savory Caribbean 
citrus sauce that features lime, 
cilantro and habañero pep-
pers. Jammin’ Jerk Shrimp 
are extra large, plump P&D 
shrimp seasoned with authen-
tic Caribbean jerk spices. All 

multiple stocks. 
This year, Phillips and 

its fellow National Fish-
eries Institute-member 
importers formed the 
Crab Council. Import-
ers agreed to pay one 
and one-half cents per 
pound of crabmeat 
sold to generate about 
$1 million to $1.5 mil-
lion annually to fund 
the crab fisheries man-
agement, and signed 
a marketing pledge to 
accurately represent sus-
tainability of the stocks. 

The new associations 
are meeting with gov-
ernments, tapping sci-
entists at the University 
of Indonesia and form-
ing regulations in Indo-
nesia and other Asian 
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nations. In the Philip-
pines, industry associa-
tion PACPI represents 
90 percent of crab ex-
ports and has worked 
with SFP to form an 
industry-government 
working group.

In each country, the 
effort involves creating a 
crab advisory commis-
sion with representa-
tives from government, 
industry, universities 
and NGOs, according 
to SFP. The goal is to 
have rules and regula-
tions in place by the end 
of this year, says Phil-
lips, as well as a way to 
enforce them.

“A lot of those rules 
and regulations mir-
ror what we’ve done  
in the state of Mary-
land,” says Phillips.  
The key, he says, is  

conserving females. 
Maryland and Vir-

ginia took painful steps 
to do just that in 2008 
and the effort may be 
paying off. After 15 
years of low catches, the 
Chesapeake Bay blue 
crab fishery is seeing 
strong stock and harvest 
numbers for the second 
year in a row. Earlier 
this year, surveys esti-
mated about 315 mil-
lion adult crabs more 
than a year old, a 41 
percent increase from 
2009, and a healthy 115 
million crabs north of 
200 million harvestable 
crabs, the Chesapeake 
Bay Stock Assessment 
Committee’s rebuild-
ing goal.

“You want to be 
cautiously optimistic 
about it,” says Derek 

Orner, research fish-
ery biologist with the 
National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Admin-
istration’s Chesapeake 
Bay office. “Two years 
doesn’t make a trend. 
Everything right now 
points to [the fact] that 
the sound management 
measures made two 
years ago, particularly 
to conserve the adult 
females, worked.” 

In 2008, Virginia 
and Maryland short-
ened the fall season and 
temporarily stopped 
Virginia’s winter dredge 
fishery, a 100-year tra-
dition. The measures, 
aimed at protecting fe-
male crabs, meant about 
$3.6 million in losses to 
the coastal community, 
according to Doug Lip-
ton, resource economics 

professor at the Univer-
sity of Maryland. Bill 
Gouldsboro, director 
of the fisheries program 
for the Chesapeake 
Bay Foundation, notes 
Maryland and Vir-
ginia’s commitment to 
work together in 2008 
was the key turning 
point. “We had the sci-
ence for 10 to 12 years 
to tell us the stock was 
down and we needed to 
take action in the fish-
ery. We only had the 
political will starting 
two years ago.”

In Asia, the science is 
not yet in place. But the 
will and the market ap-
pear to be behind sound 
management.

Contributing Editor 
Lisa Duchene lives in 
Bellefonte, Pa.


