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very spring, Lisa Garrett helps horseshoe 
crabs that have landed on their backs. These 
crab hunters flip over the animals. The crabs can 
crawl again. Other volunteers pull horseshoes 
out of rock piles. The animals get trapped and 
die. People rescue 600 horseshoe crabs per year 
in North Beach, Maryland.
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The horseshoe crab plays an important 
role in medicine. Its bright blue blood 
contains a special kind of cell. These blood 
cells clump around harmful germs. The 
germs cannot spread.

A substance in the cells lets us test 
vaccines and medications for germs. 
Researchers used the test to create a safe 
COVID-19 vaccine.

The horseshoe crab is a survivor. It 
appears in fossils from 445 million years 
ago. An asteroid collision once wiped out 
most of the dinosaurs. The horseshoe crab 
remained alive.

But today, human-caused climate change 
threatens the species.

Climate change melts glaciers. A rise in 
the ocean level means fewer places for 
horseshoe crabs to lay eggs. Warmer ocean 
temperatures affect how many young crabs 
live to adulthood.
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life giving life

Despite their name, horseshoe 
crabs do not belong to the crab 

family. Their closest relatives 
include spiders and scorpions.

fast facts



8

On top of that, horseshoe crabs 
already face risks. Medical companies 
harvest too many for medical tests. 
The fishing industry uses hundreds of 
thousands as bait.

Earth’s amazing variety of life forms 
has provided valuable medicines. Every 
year scientists make more promising 
new discoveries.

But climate change could wipe out 
huge numbers of animals and plants. 
“Just at the time we need them most, 
we are at risk of losing many important 
species,” scientist Cassandra Quave 
told Guardian.com.
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fast facts
People in southern Italy told Cassandra 
Quave and her colleagues they treated 

wounds with boiled leaves from the 
sweet chestnut tree. Quave’s teammate 

Marco Caputo built a device out of a 
Lego robot kit and items from a 

hardware store. The device allowed the 
researchers to discover the healing 

substance in the leaves.

life giving life
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