
FOSSIL MUDLOBSTER

FOSSIL MUDLOBSTER (Thalassina squamifera) 

While on a Darwin beach at low tide, you may be lucky enough to find a small treasure – a 
beautifully preserved fossil mudlobster. Sometimes presumed to be the fossils of scorpions, they 
are in fact the cast-off shells of the same species of mudlobster, Thalassina squamifera, that lives 
in mangrove areas today. 

Identification

Fossil mudlobsters are 6-10 cm long, and 3-5cm high, but are usually partially encased in a 
slightly larger hard mudball, which is called a concretion. 

The fossils sometimes resemble scorpions as the abdomen appears to curl over its back. However 
because the head of a fossil mudlobster is often missing or covered by the mudball, it is hard to 
see the abdomen is actually curled under the thorax. 

The back of every fossil specimen is split down the middle from head to base of its tail, which 
occurs as the living mudlobster emerges from its old shell. It sheds a number of times in its life as 
it grows.

Not as old as they seem

The word fossil usually conjures up images of organisms millions of years old. However evidence 
shows mudlobster fossils to be very young. Indeed, they have been found inside the burrow of a 
living mudlobster in Ludmilla Swamp. 

So what is their actual age? Once it is cast off, the shell immediately starts becoming encased 
in carbonate crystals. These combine with small particles of mud to form the characteristic hard 
concretion. 

The mangrove systems around Darwin were formed some 8,000 years ago. T. squamifera are 
only found in or near mangroves so the fossils must have formed in the lifetime of the mangrove 
system. The oldest can thus be no more than 7,500 years old - and most are probably much 
younger.

Fossilised T. squamifera carapaces 
showing the abdomen curled under the 
thorax. Photographs: G. Dally.



Living Mudlobsters

Mudlobsters are found from the low water mark to well beyond the high tide mark in tropical 
and subtropical mangroves. They live in complex burrows 1.5-2m deep, topped by conical mud 
mounds 15-30 cm high. These, and the dark mud the lobsters throw out of their burrow after the 
high tide recedes, are distinctive features of the mangrove landscape. This process of moving 
deep mud to the surface where the mangrove trees can more easily absorb its rich nutrients, is 
essential to the health of the mangrove ecosystem.

As mudlobsters rarely venture to the surface, much of their lifestyle remains a mystery. It is 
unknown exactly what they eat, but their diet probably includes vegetable matter such as soft 
roots of plants, or they may sift mud and digest the microscopic plants and animals that live in it. 
Likewise little is known yet of their breeding habits.

Mudlobsters are related to hermit crabs and ghost shrimps. They are harmless, and in fact edible, 
forming part of coastal Aborigines’ traditional diet.

Distribution

Fossil mudlobsters occur washed up on beaches near mangroves, or on muddy bars in river 
estuaries such as the mouth of the Daly and East Alligator rivers.

Living mudlobsters can be found throughout mangrove areas in northern Australia
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T. squamifera fresh specimen. 
Photograph: G. Dally


