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Crabs in the zoea stage are floating 
like sediment, one day after hatching. 
This is a crucial stage that requires 
great attention and care to ensure  
a high rate of survival.

��
    

Cr
ab

 H
atc

he
ry 

Lea
rning Centre Project

Lessons from 
the Hatchery Learning Centre,

Nursing Crabs for the Sea



Crabs in the zoea stage are floating 
like sediment, one day after hatching. 
This is a crucial stage that requires 
great attention and care to ensure  
a high rate of survival.

��
    

Cr
ab

 H
atc

he
ry 

Lea
rning Centre Project

Lessons from 
the Hatchery Learning Centre,

Nursing Crabs for the Sea



14   Beautiful World, Sustainable Society   15

Songkhla

Thailand’s largest lake covers an area of 974 square kilometres, measuring  
20 kilometres from east to west and 75 kilometres from north to south. The basin around the 
lake covers an area of 1,040 square kilometres.
		  There are four parts of the lake classified by the level of salinity: Talae Noi, Talae 
Luang, Talae Sab Ton Klang and Talae Sab Ton Nok, which is commonly known as Songkhla 
Lake (Talae Sab Songkhla).
		  A small spot on the map of Singhanakhon district, Songkhla, may be overlooked by 
most people, but it is of great significance to crab fishermen. 
		  To get there, follow highway 4146, which connects highway 4083 (Ranot-Khao 
Daeng) with 407 (Songkhla-Hat Yai), to Tinsulanonda Bridge, the country’s longest concrete 
bridge.  
		  At the intersection look for a sign that says “Ban Hua Khao Crab Hatchery Learning 
Centre”, then turn left and keep following the signs. Finally you’ll reach the destination at 
70/16 Moo 1, Tambon Hua Khao. 

14

Songkhla Lake is a vital resource for communities in the area. 

A female crab lays an average of 
2 million eggs. Instead of selling  
female crabs to restaurants,  
the P. Sap-anan Traditional  
Fishermen Group encourages  
villagers to separate pregnant 
crabs from the catch and hatch  
the eggs in order to increase the  
crab population in Songkhla Lake.
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Open an “Egg Account” 
at the “Crab Bank”

Those who had once depleted the lake of its 
crabs could be the ones to replenish it abundantly 
in a few years. 

“I used to live in Ranot district. In 2000, I couldn’t 
earn enough so I got my family on a boat and we 
settled on the banks of Songkhla Lake. We had no 
savings, we lived hand to mouth. Without a home, 
we swept the ground beneath a tree. My wife,  
children and mother-in-law slept there while I went 
out to the lake all day and all night until we saved 
up enough to have a home.”

Anan Manil’s story inspired other villagers  
from Ranot to journey on their boats to Songkhla 
Lake to try their luck. Anan is a popular f igure in the 
community. He was once a protest leader who 
campaigned for land ownership rights and protec-
tion of the anchovy or katak f ish.

The f ishermen shared the f ishing area. Anan 
also took up buying the catch and reselling it to 
customers with a 2-baht-per-kilo prof it sharing 
scheme. Soon the community was able to stand on 
its feet. Anan also bought a bigger boat to lay crab 
gill nets.

“Our daily catch was 200-300 kilogrammes.  
We save some for our own consumption and sold 
the rest. We share the food with families and  
neighbours, and the overall living conditions  
improved. Soon we were able to buy 20 big  
boats, which helped us to catch even more crabs. 
In 2008-2009, we caught fewer and fewer crabs – 
which was not surprising because there were  
more and more f ishermen, including those from 
other areas who came to f ish in the lake as well as 
big trawlers and commercial f ishing boats. They 
came mainly for f ish but they got tonnes of crabs in 
their nets too. In 2010 the situation was critical.  
Each boat caught just one basket of crabs a day, 
only f ive to 10 kilogrammes.

Songkhla Lake was once renowned for the 
abundance of its aquatic creatures, with over 700 
species of f ish, shrimps, crabs and so on. The  
economic foundations that helped to sustain over 
150 communities living around it.  

Fishery statistics show that in the past decade, 
the number of crabs has continued to decline  
since overf ishing didn’t allow nature suff icient time  
to replenish itself. Rules and regulations weren’t 
strictly enforced since crabs were an important 
economic catch. Ten years ago, a kilogramme of 
blue swimming crab cost 90 baht. Now a kilogramme 
bought at a f ishing boat is 350 baht (three to four 
crabs), and the price shoots up to 500 baht-per-

kilogramme at the market. It’s frightening to imagine 
what would happen if the condition of the lake  
continues to worsen and the number of f ish  
and crabs continue to diminish. Not only is the  
f ishermen’s livelihood at risk, the future of their  
offspring is in danger too. 

That was the turning point for Anan and his 
friends. 

“I talked to my brother about setting up a crab 
bank. It’s one thing to feed ourselves. It’s another 
when we have to return something to nature.” 

P. Sap-anan Traditional Fishermen Group was 
formed with 200 f ishermen who relied on traditional 
f ishing gear and who lived in Singhanakhon, Sathing 
Phra and Ranot districts. Anan serves as the  
chairman of the group.

Initially, the group used the same system as any 
other crab bank: Members would bring female crabs 
with eggs spilling out from their ovaries to the group 
where the eggs are “stirred”. Later the group trains 
the members to stir the eggs by themselves and 
donate them to the group for hatching. The juvenile 
crabs will be released back into the sea. 

The idea is to “deposit” natural assets with 
nature for them to grow. They will soon return as 
“interest” for the f ishermen. 

Today the lake is an abundant habitat 
of aquatic creatures, but previously 
the fishermen had faced a crisis when 
the crab population declined to  
a critical level. 

The Manil family: Anan (left), founder of the 
Crab Bank; Chamnan (middle), who developed 
the knowledge of hatching crabs that led to the 
setting up of Ban Hua Khao Crab Hatchery 
Learning Centre; Krasuay, the star chef in 
cooking crab dishes. 

“ I once opposed PTTEP’s operation. 
But when we studied the 
details and became more 
open-minded, it led to a 

cooperation that benefits the land

”Anan Manil
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Nurturing Grassroots Wisdom 
into a Learning Centre

Why stop at the Crab Bank when the  
community has even greater potential?

It began as a misunderstanding between  
industries and communities then it became a  
cooperation. One of them was PTTEP who has  
developed a sea port and storage facility base to 
support the company’s petroleum exploration and 
production projects in Singhanakhon district,  
Songkhla. In the beginning, Anan was a protest 
leader campaigning against the impact such  
projects would have on traditional f ishermen.  
PTTEP was given an opportunity to come to an 
understanding with the community and to be  
acquainted with the crab nursery project initiated 
by P. Sap-anan Traditional Fishermen Group.  
In 2013, the company provided funds to build a 
concrete water tank and crab nursery, as well as 
coordinating with the National Institute of Coastal 
Aquaculture (NICA) and Rajamangala University  
of Technology Srivijaya to develop the operation 
of the crab bank.

Initially the villagers adapted the experience 
from shrimp farming to the crab nursery, such as 
f iltering coastal water, sterilisation and hatchery. But 
new knowledge has greatly improved the survival 
rate of the crabs. The stirred eggs are now hatched 
in a pool of high-quality saltwater collected from the 
sea some 10 kilometres from the shore, with 28-34 
ppt level; unlike f iltered coastal water, it has no 
sediments. After a period in the nursery, juvenile 
crabs are released into the sea far from the shore 
where the ppt level is suitable for their adaptation. 
The result is a higher rate of survival, meanwhile the 
f ishermen receive a f irst-hand education on the  
biology of the crabs during each stage in its life. 

“After the process of stirring, the eggs have to 
be moved to rest in a hatching tank with oxygen for 
10 to 15 minutes. If left longer the eggs will go to 
waste. The tank contains 15 litres of seawater 
per handful of eggs from f ive to six female 
crabs. It is a cleaning process in itself. 
We’ve had training in breeding shrimps, 
but crabs are a new area for us and 
every day there are a lot of things 
we have to learn and experiment,” 
Anan says.

Chamnan Manil is Anan’s 
brother as well as deputy chair-
man of the group. He is in charge 

>  Every day there are a large 
number of female crabs with 
eggs spilling out from their 
ovaries. They are sent to the 
learning centre to be “stirred”. 
The eggs are then stored in an 
oxygen-enhanced nursery tank 
filled with saltwater taken 10 
kilometres from the shore.

The Crab Hatchery and Nursery 
building is supported by PTTEP 
and given to local fishermen for 
educational and professional 
purposes.

Crab Hatchery 
Learning Centre 
at Ban Hua Khao

Map of Crab Hatchery 
Learning Centre at Ban Hua Khao
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Institute of Southern Thai Studies

Wat Khao Nakhon

Ban Hua Khao School
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