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By MEG KINNARD 
Associated Press

CHARLESTON, S.C. • It’s one of the 
stranger, lesser-known aspects 
of U.S. health care – the striking, 
milky-blue blood of horseshoe 
crabs is a critical component of 
tests to ensure injectable medica-
tions such as coronavirus vaccines 
aren’t contaminated.

To obtain it, harvesters bring 
many thousands of the creatures to 
laboratories to be bled each year, 
and then return them to the sea – 
a practice that has drawn criticism 
from conservationists because 
some don’t survive the process.

The blood, which is blue due to 
its copper content, is coveted for 
proteins used to create the LAL test, 
a process used to screen medical 
products for bacteria. Synthetic al-
ternatives aren’t widely accepted 
by the health care industry and ha-
ven’t been approved federally, leav-
ing the crabs as the only domestic 
source of this key ingredient.

Many of these crabs are harvest-
ed along the coast of South Caro-
lina, where Gov. Henry McMaster 
promoted the niche industry as key 
to the development of a domestic 
medical supply chain, while also 
noting that environmental con-
cerns should be explored.

“We don’t want to have to de-
pend on foreign countries for a lot 
of reasons, including national secu-
rity, so it’s good to see this company 
thriving in the United States,” Mc-
Master told The Associated Press 

this month during a visit to Charles 
River Laboratories at its Charleston 
facilities, to which AP was granted 
rare access. “We want to do every-
thing we can to onshore all of these 
critical operations.”

Horseshoe crabs – aquatic ar-
thropods shaped like helmets with 
long tails – are more akin to scor-
pions than crabs, and older than 
dinosaurs. They’ve been scurrying 
along the brackish floors of coast-
al waters for hundreds of millions 
of years. Their eggs are considered 
a primary fat source for more than 
a dozen species of migratory shore 
birds, according to South Carolina’s 
Department of Natural Resources.

Their value to avoiding infection 
emerged after scientists research-
ing their immune response injected 
bacteria into horseshoe crabs in the 
1950s. They ultimately developed 
the LAL test, and the technique has 
been used since the 1970s to keep 
medical materials and supplies free 
of bacteria.

Their biomedical use has been on 
the rise, with 464,482 crabs brought 
to biomedical facilities in 2018, ac-
cording to the Atlantic States Ma-
rine Fisheries Commission.

In South Carolina, that’s done 
only by Charles River, a Massachu-
setts-based company that tests 55% 
of world’s injectables and medical 
devices – like IV bags, dialysis solu-
tions and even surgical cleaning 
wipes, according to company offi-
cials.

“We are almost the last line of de-
fense before these drugs leave the 

manufacturing area and make it 
to a patient,” senior vice president 
Foster Jordan told McMaster. “If it 
touches your blood, it’s been tested 
by LAL. And, more than likely, it’s 
been tested by us.”

Charles River employs local fish-
ermen to harvest the crabs by hand, 
a process governed by wildlife offi-
cials that can only happen during 
a small annual window, when the 
creatures come ashore to spawn.

Contractors bring them to the 
company’s bleeding facilities, then 
return them to the waters from 
which they came. During a year, 
Jordan said his harvesters can bring 
in 100,000 to 150,000 horseshoe 
crabs, and still can’t satisfy the 
growing demand.

“We need more, though,” Jor-
dan told McMaster, adding that his 
company is working with the state 
to open up more harvesting areas. 
“The population’s steady. ... We 
need access to more beaches, to get 
more crabs.”

The practice is not without its 
critics, some of whom have argued 
that bleeding the crabs and haul-
ing them back and forth is harmful. 
According to the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration, 
10% to 15% of harvested crabs die 
during the process.

The International Union for Con-
servation of Nature listed the spe-
cies overall as “vulnerable,” noting 
decreasing numbers as of a 2016 
assessment. The Atlantic States 

Clean needles depend on 
the blue blood of horseshoe crabs
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South Carolina Gov. Henry McMaster, right, listens as Foster Jordan of Charles River Labs, left, talks about the properties of horseshoe crab 
blood, which is a vital component in the contamination testing of injectable medicines – including the coronavirus vaccines – at Charles River 
Labs on Friday, Aug. 6, in Charleston, S.C. McMaster says the South Carolina company that bleeds horseshoe crabs for a component crucial to 
contamination testing of injectable medications is vital to development of a domestic medical supply chain.

By AMY BETH HANSON  
and LINDSAY WHITEHURST 
Associated Press

HELENA, MONT. • A 
Montana school dis-
trict is dangling $4,000 
bonuses and inviting 
people to test drive big 
yellow school buses in 
hopes of enticing them 
to take a job that schools 
are struggling to fill as 
kids return to in-person 
classes.

A Delaware school 
district offered to pay 
parents $700 to take care 
of their own transpor-
tation, and a Pittsburgh 
district delayed the start 
of classes and said hun-
dreds more children 
would have to walk to 
school. Schools across 
the U.S. are offering hir-
ing bonuses, providing 
the training needed to 
get a commercial driv-
er’s license and increas-
ing hourly pay to attract 
more drivers.

The shortage of bus 
drivers is complicating 
the start of a school year 
already besieged by the 
highly contagious del-
ta variant of COVID-19, 
contentious disagree-
ment over masking re-
quirements, and the 
challenge of catching up 
on educational ground 
lost as the pandemic 
raged last year.

The driver shortfall 
isn’t new, but a labor 
shortage across many 
sectors and the pandem-
ic’s lingering effects have 
made it worse, since 
about half the workforce 
was over 65 and more 
vulnerable to the virus, 

said Joanna McFarland, 
co-founder and CEO 
of school ride-service 
company HopSkipDrive, 
which tracks school bus 
issues.

Her company con-
ducted a survey in 
March that found near-
ly 80% of districts that 
responded were having 
trouble finding enough 
bus drivers.

“It’s really at a break-
ing point,” McFarland 
said.

First Student, a com-
pany that contracts bus 
service for school dis-
tricts around the county, 
held test driving events 
they called “Big Bus, No 
Big Deal” in Montana 
and many other states 
this summer to give peo-
ple an opportunity to try 
their hand at driving. The 
hope was that it could re-
move a barrier to those 
who otherwise might be 
interested in helping get 
kids safely to and from 
school, said Dan Red-
ford, with First Student 
in Helena, Montana.

“We actually set up 
a closed course at the 
fairgrounds, and we in-
vited the public to come 
in and learn that it’s 
not a big deal to drive a 
big bus,” Redford said. 
“They’re actually pretty 
easy to drive. You sit up 
high. You’ve got plenty 
of view.”

In Helena, the compa-
ny has 50 bus drivers and 
needs 21 more before 
classes start on Aug. 30, 
a shortfall Redford called 
unprecedented.

Bus driver shortages 
are latest challenge 
hitting US schools
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School buses parked in Helena, Mont., ahead of the beginning of 
the school year, Friday, Aug. 20. School districts across the country 
are coping with a shortage of bus drivers, a dilemma that comes 
even as they struggle to start a new school year during a new surge 
of the coronavirus pandemic.

By ISABELLE TAFT
Sun Herald

BILOXI, MISS. • Before 
mass on a recent Tues-
day afternoon, about 50 
people knelt and said the 
rosary in the sanctuary of 
Biloxi’s Vietnamese Mar-
tyrs Church in Biloxi.

Looking out over the 
crowd, the Rev. John 
Thang Pham said all 
of the worshipers had 
been vaccinated against 
COVID-19.

He knows, because he 
saw many of them get the 
vaccine right there at the 
church. He joked with his 
congregation that he had 
volunteered to become 
the first “victim” of the 
vaccine when he got his 
first shot in the winter.

“Now, (after) three 
days, I’m still here, I’m 
not dying yet, so go ahead 
and do it,” he told parish-
ioners. “I’m a testament 
to the vaccine.”

Among regular Sunday 
attendees, he estimates 
that about 70% have been 
vaccinated.

In Harrison County, 
where the overall vacci-
nation rate of 31% lags 
behind the state average, 
that statistic stands out. 
It also reflects the higher 
vaccination rate among 
Asian residents: about 
49% of all Asian residents 
of Harrison County have 
been fully vaccinated, ac-
cording to a Sun Herald 
analysis of U.S. census 
and Mississippi health de-
partment data.

Across South Missis-
sippi, Asian and Pacific 
Islander residents have 
the highest vaccination 
rates of all racial and eth-
nic groups, outpacing the 
state average.

The health department 
does not release data on 

Vietnamese community is among Mississippi’s most vaccinated
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Nurse Practitioner Cynthia Le poses for a portrait inside Singing River Medical Clinic on Thursday, Aug. 12.

“When the call 
came out to 
say, ‘Hey, get 
the vaccine, it’s 
gonna save your 
life,’ they were 
the first in line.”
Daniel Le
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