
What is a White-clawed crayfish? 

© Steven Falk 

The White-clawed crayfish (Austropotamobius pallipes) is the UK’s only native crayfish species - the 

White-claws originate from the UK whereas other crayfish species have been introduced from other 

countries. The White-clawed crayfish is one of our largest freshwater invertebrates and they grow 

up to 12 cm long. They are an omnivorous crustacean species and eat everything from inverte-

brates to carrion, water plants and dead organic matter.   

White-claws have large pincers (claws) that are coloured cream or rosy white on their underside, 

and it is these distinctive claws which have given White-claws their name. The carapace is generally 

brown to olive in colour with a pitted appearance. However, all colour variations have been          

observed, including blue and red White-claws. They are nocturnal creatures and aren’t very active 

during the winter, which means that this secretive invertebrate is rarely seen. 
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What is the life-cycle of the White-clawed crayfish? 

White-clawed crayfish are mostly active between June and November, where they forage for food and 

grow. Between September and November, the water temperature drops which is the cue for crayfish 

to seek out mates in order to reproduce. They usually have their first young when they are 3 years old. 

‘Berried’ female crayfish are very attentive mothers, carrying their eggs for 9 months until they hatch 

in June. The juvenile crayfish then ‘hitch’ on their mothers back for two weeks before seeking refuges 

of their own. White-clawed crayfish can live for up to 12 years.  

You can download a White-clawed crayfish life-cycle chart here. 

Juvenile crayfish© Kate O’Neill 

Berried female crayfish ©Stephanie Peay 

https://www.buglife.org.uk/sites/default/files/Whiteclawed%20crayfish%20lifecycle2.pdf
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Where do White-clawed crayfish live? 

White-clawed crayfish are can be found in rivers, streams, lakes and other aquatic areas 

across England, Wales and Northern Ireland. They prefer habitats which offer them places to 

hide such as underwater tree roots, submerged vegetation and stony river beds. Crayfish 

need water that contains minerals to build their body armour (shell) just in the same way as 

we need calcium to grow teeth and nails. They can also live in large ponds and canals, and 

even drainage ditches but they generally prefer areas with clean mineral-rich water and      

overhanging banks and plants. 

 They have important roles in the freshwater environment because of their diet and as well as 

providing food for other animals such as fish, herons and otters. They are also important      

indicators of good water quality as they are intolerant of pollution. 
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