Crayfish Identification, Distribution and Legislation
In the UK there are seven species of crayfish present in the wild; this includes our native White-clawed
crayfish with the rest being all non-native species. In order to facilitate effective management, conservation
or control of crayfish, they need to be identified correctly. This first section guides you through materials and
methods for identifying crayfish and how to do it correctly. Note that to catch or handle crayfish, you need a
licence. Without one you will be committing an offence: Click here.

Identification Resources
Outlined below are the best resources that are currently available on crayfish identification:

An excellent diagnostic key can be found within David Holdich’s paper ‘Identifying Crayfish in British
Waters’, which can be found on page 147 of the proceedings of Crayfish Conservation in the British
Isles.

The University of Nice is developing a database for field identification of crayfish in Europe which will
be available as an app to download. Link to crayfish key.

The Centre for Ecology and Hydrology, the Biological Records Centre and JNCC have recently
completed an online recording form which can also be used to record sightings. If photos are uploaded,
recorders will receive an email confirming the identification.

Photographs for Identification
To identify crayfish you can also use photographs of individuals, below is a list of photographs that should be
taken in order to allow verification. For verification of crayfish photos contact your local environmental
agency.
Photographs that will provide the best details for identification are as follows:

General view whole crayfish from above

Close up of one claw (whole – moveable “finger” and hand, plus next section of limb), view from above

Same view of underside of the claw

Close up of head viewed from above showing detail of pointed rostrum and whole head including
groove between head and body

Close up of head and cervical (carapace) groove, side view

Close up of underside between lowest two pairs walking legs to see sex organs especially of mature
male

Crayfish morphology © David Holditch

Taking a specimen—(information for licensed crayfish workers)
If you are 100% sure the crayfish is not a White-clawed crayfish and you can't identify the species, then take
a specimen of the non-native crayfish by freezing it and then preserving in 90% ethanol. This can then be
sent off to your local environmental agency biologists to check ID.

In England and Wales contact - the Environment Agency on 08708 506 506
In Scotland contact - the Scottish Environment Protection Agency (SEPA)
SEPA North 01349 862021 , SEPA South East 01314 497296 and SEPA South West 01355 574200
In Northern Ireland contact - the Northern Ireland Environment Agency on 0845 302 0008

Descriptions of crayfish species present in the UK
The following table is mainly sourced from Pöckl, Holdich & Pennerstorfer (2006) this describes all those species of crayfish currently present in the wild in the UK as well as two species (in the dark grey boxes) that are
at high risk of escaping into the wild. For more information on non-native crayfish and their control please
click here.
Description of crayfish species based on Pöckl M., Holdich D.M. & Pennerstorfer J. (2006) Identifying native
and alien crayfish species in Europe, European Project CRAYNET and, Holdich (2009) and Holdich & Sibley
(2009) both in 2009 Conference Proceedings.

Species and
origin, introduced into UK

White-clawed
crayfish
(Austropotamobi
us pallipes)
Native

North American
signal crayfish
(Pacifastacus leniusculus)
North America
1970s

Narrow-clawed
crayfish
(Astacus leptodactylus)
Turkey
1980s

Body
length

Rostrum

Body

Appendages

< 12cm

Narrows to either
a small triangular
or a long sharp
tip.

Brown to olive with a
pitted appearance, but
may be black, whitishgrey or beige.
Row of spines on the
shoulder of their carapace behind the cervical groove.

Topside of claws are
weakly granular with
the underside usually a
dirty-white colour
(sometimes light pink
or green, but never red)

Up to
16cm

More or less parallel ending in a
very pointed tip
with prominent
spiniform shoulders.

Smooth, bluish-brown
to reddish-brown colour or light- to darkbrown.

Smooth claws with a
white-turquoise patch
on top of junction of
fixed and moveable
finger. Underside of
claws are red.

More or less parallel and is spiny.

Olive-green to honeybrown and may be
mottled. Joints are often dark orange. Olivegreen to honey-brown
and may be mottled.
Joints are often dark
orange. Blue varieties
have been known.
Prominent spiny tubercles on the shoulder of
the carapace behind the
cervical groove.

Claws usually same
colour as the body and
granular with the undersides light-coloured
with elongated fingers.

Up to
15cm
(can be
larger)

Smooth and more
or less parallel.

Relatively smooth, pale
in colour or dark brown
or olive-green with a
transverse brown-red
band across abdominal
segments.
Prominent spines on
the sides of the upper
carapace

Smooth claws except
along inner edge which
display a row of pale
tubercles. Tip of claw
is orange with a black
band below.

Triangular.

Rough, dark red, orange or reddish brown
in colour but olivegreen to brown when
young.

Red claws on both surfaces and covered in
tubercles, more prominent on the upper side.

More or less parallel with a row
of tubercles/
spines on the tip.

Variably granular and
variable in colour from
dark-brown, beige, to
light-brown, occasionally brilliantly blue or
red coloured.
Row of spines on the
shoulder of the carapace behind the cervical groove.

Topside of claws are
granular, usually the
same colour as the
body with the underside red to dirty brown
with two obvious widely-spaced tubercles
(small nodules) on the
inner side of the fixed
finger.

Up to
12cm,
often
<10cm

More or less parallel.

Smooth, chestnut or
chocolate in colour
with a bowl-shaped or
wine glass-shaped light
brown pattern.

Claws are the same colour as the body on the
upper surface and dirtywhite on the underside
with prominent yellow
tubercles

Red claw crayfish
(Cherax quadricarinatus)
High risk of introduction

large
adults
up to
≥35 cm

Long and welldeveloped, margins extending
well back onto
anterior carapace,
acumen long and
bordered by
spines

Body smooth. Antennae and claws very
long in adult males.
Body colour usually
blue, mottled with
beige, and red.

Characterized by red
patch on outer margin
of claw in males. Inner
margin of claw longer
than moveable finger,
whereas in members of
the Astacidae and Cambaridae, it is shorter.

Marbled crayfish
(Procambarus
sp.)
High risk of introduction

Up to
13cm,
often
<10cm

Tapering, triangular tip.

Smooth, bluish tinged
to brightly blue in colour. Variable decorative (marbled) pattern.

Very small claws,
weakly granulate and
marbled with the same
colouring as the body

Spiny-cheek
crayfish
(Orconectes
limosus)
North America,
1990s?

Up to
12cm

Red swamp crayfish
(Procambarus
clarkia)
North America,
1980s

Up to
15cm,
usually
10cm

Noble crayfish
(Astacus astacus)
mainland Europe,
1980s

Virile crayfish
(Orconectes virilise)
North America,
1990s/2000s?

<15cm

UK crayfish species photos
See below for photos of the seven crayfish present in the wild in the UK. Please note that there can be big
colour variations within each species and photographs alone should not be used for identification.

White-clawed crayfish (Austropotamobius pallipes)
Usual brown and more unusual blue colour forms

Austropotamobius pallipes crayfish © S. Peay

Signal Crayfish (Pacifastacus leniusculus )

© B. Case

Narrow-clawed crayfish (Astacus leptodactylus)

© B. Case

Spiny-cheek crayfish (Orconectes limosus)

© D.M. Holdich

Noble crayfish (Astacus astacus)

© B. Case

Virile crayfish (Orconectes virilis)

© D.M. Holdich

Red swamp crayfish (Procambarus clarkii)

© Stephanie Peay

Red-claw crayfish (Cherax quadricarinatus)

© D.M. Holdich

Crayfish distribution in the UK
White-clawed crayfish populations are found in fragmented patches across England and Wales. The
White-clawed crayfish has been declining rapidly across its range since the 1970s due to habitat loss,
pollution, crayfish plague and competition from invasive crayfish species such as the North American signal
crayfish (Pacifastacus leniusculus). As a result many populations of White-clawed crayfish have been lost in
England and Wales.
The decline in White-clawed began in the 1970s and is continuing at a rapid rate across England and Wales.
As the invasive species of crayfish (principally the Signal crayfish) spread northward and their populations
have grown they have pushed the range of the White-clawed crayfish northward. This has had severe implications for the White-clawed crayfish as while they can co-exist in some habitats for a few years in ‘mixed
zones’ with non-native species, eventually they disappear through competition, predation or disease. Despite
this decline there are populations of White-clawed crayfish persisting in areas such as: South Wales, Suffolk,
East Midlands, Dorset, Somerset, Gloucestershire, Exmoor and the North York Moors. To illustrate the effect
of invasive crayfish see maps below showing the decline in White-clawed crayfish distribution across the
South-west from 1975 to 2009.

Approximate distribution of crayfish in the South-west in 1975 as created by Pete Sibley

Approximate distribution of crayfish in the South-west in 2009 as created by Pete Sibley

Sources of distribution information
Displayed below is a link to the National Biodiversity Network (NBN) Gateway. Here you can search and view
distribution records of UK crayfish. NBN presents all of the publicly available data on a single map. However
it should be noted that NBN crayfish data are not complete and not all records have been verified therefore
these maps may still contain some errors and so use this information carefully when assessing status.
NBN Gateway
Other useful sources of records are:

Local Biological Record Centres click here for contact list

Local environmental agency offices can be reached through the contacts given below. Remember to
check whether the data you obtain has been verified.

In England contact - the Environment Agency on 08708 506 506
In Scotland contact - the Scottish Environment Protection Agency (SEPA). Find your local office here.
SEPA North 01349 862021 , SEPA South East 01314 497296 and SEPA South West 01355 574200
In Northern Ireland contact - the Northern Ireland Environment Agency on 028 9054 0540 or email.
In Wales contact— Natural Resources Wales on 0300 065 3000 or email.

There are also new crayfish distribution maps available from the University of Cardiff.
The Distribution of Crayfish Species in the UK—University of Cardiff Report
a)

b)

The distribution of native White-clawed crayfish in the UK, a) before 1991 and b) from 2009 onwards
(as these are the only populations we can be confident still exist) from the University of Cardiff.

White-clawed crayfish distribution maps are also available within the JNCC’s conservation assessment for
the species.

Gathering and interpreting crayfish distribution data
Here is some advice on how to gather and interpret crayfish records, when undertaking crayfish projects.

Always obtain records for native and non-native crayfish, when assessing crayfish status in a
catchment.

For non-native crayfish records post 1975 assume that the population is still present. If there is an old
record of Signal crayfish expect the population of Signal crayfish to have spread beyond the recorded
site unless recent detailed surveys show otherwise.

For White-clawed crayfish old records are useful for historic distribution and evidence that catchment
was colonised in the past – even after the population has been lost as they will be relevant if restocking is feasible after recovery from pollution events or crayfish plague.

Take care as even White-clawed crayfish records a few years old may not reflect recent losses to
crayfish plague or invasion by non-native crayfish, if there are no recent records, do a survey.

Records are most useful when shown in relation to watercourses so the status of crayfish by catchment
and sub-catchment can be seen. Most desk studies for developments limit search areas to 1km or 2km
from a site except for statutory sites, which may mean crayfish records are missed.

Distribution database in England and Wales
This distribution data of all crayfish species and crayfish plague outbreaks was collated from a variety of
sources to develop a comprehensive, current and historic database. The database represents a valuable tool
for managers and researchers.
Rogers, D. & Watson, E. (2010) Distribution database for crayfish in England and Wales. Link to paper.
(Found on page 14).

Distribution references
Below are further publications on crayfish distributions in the UK from the last five years.
Holdich D.M. & Sibley P.J. (2009) ICS and NICS in Britain in the 2000s; Brickland J, Holdich D.M. and Imhoff
E.M. (eds). Crayfish conservation in the British Isles. Proceedings of a conference held on 25 th March 2009 in
Leeds, UK. Link to conference proceedings.
Rogers, D. & Watson, E. (2010) Distribution database for crayfish in England and Wales. IN Species Survival
Conference, Securing White-clawed Crayfish in a Changing Environment. Bristol, November 2010.
Link to paper. (Found on page 14).
Souty-Grosset C., Holdich D.M., Reynolds J., and Sibley P.J. (2009) A review of the ever increasing threat to
European crayfish from non-indigenous crayfish species. Knowledge and Management of Aquatic Ecosystems
11 394-395. Link to free access journal.
Reynolds J. (2009) The current status of white-clawed crayfish in Ireland; Brickland J., Holdich D.M. and Imhoff E.M. (eds). Crayfish conservation in the British Isles. Proceedings of a conference held on 25 th March
2009 in Leeds, UK. Link to conference proceedings
Sinclair (2009) Fine-scale mapping of crayfish in Scotland. SNH ROAME report available soon.
Souty-Grosset C, Holdich DM, Noel PY, Reynolds JD and P Haffner (2006) The Atlas of Crayfish in Europe.
Muséum National d'Histoire Naturelle.
D.M. Holdich (2002) Distribution of crayfish in Europe and some adjoining countries. Knowledge and
Management of Aquatic Ecosystems 367, 611-650 Link to free access journal

Crayfish legislation
Legal protection, licences and consents
There is a considerable amount of legislation in place in an attempt to protect the White-clawed crayfish.
This species is listed under the European Union’s (EU) Habitat and Species Directive and is listed under
Schedule 5 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981). It is also classified as Endangered in the IUCN Red List
of Endangered Species. As a result of this and other relevant crayfish legislation such as the Prohibition of
Keeping of Live Fish (Crayfish) Order 1996, a series of licences are needed for working with White-clawed
and non-native crayfish. These are:

A licence to handle crayfish (therefore survey work) in England - click here for a link to the Natural England
website and the protected species form (England). A licence for the keeping of crayfish in England and Wales
- click here for a form (England) - with an exemption for Signal crayfish for defined areas click here for a form
(England). People in the post-code areas listed with crayfish present prior to 1996 do not need to apply for
consent for crayfish already established. It does not, however, allow any new stocking of non-native crayfish
into waterbodies. Consent for trapping of non-native crayfish for control or consumption is most likely to be
granted in Thames and Anglian regions in the areas with "go area" postcodes. Harvesting of crayfish is
prohibited in much of England and in any part of Scotland and Wales. Application for a licence to release
non-native species and those listed under Schedule 9 - click here for a link to the Natural England website
with the form (England).
Wales
For licence applications in Wales, applicants should contact the Welsh Assembly Government on:
Welsh Assembly Government
Environment - Conservation & Management (Fisheries)
Cathays Park
Cardiff CF10 3NQ
Email: fisheries@wales.gsi.gov.uk
Tel: 02920 823567
Scotland
If you want to trap Signal crayfish in Scotland, you must request a licence from the Scottish Natural Heritage
licencing team. You can find more details at:
http://www.snh.gov.uk/protecting-scotlands-nature/species-licensing/
Or you can contact them at:
licensing@snh.co.uk or by calling 01463 725 246/245
England
For any use of crayfish traps a crayfish trapping consent is needed from the Environment Agency. This is
necessary for any species of crayfish and for any purpose, whether surveys or removal of signal crayfish as
harvest, to reduce nuisance to angling or for scientific research. For more information on trapping click here.
More information on licencing and consents and how to apply for them see the paper below:
Bradley and Peay (2008) Licencing and consents paper (revised version available soon).

The UK Crayfish website is a partnership project between Buglife and the Environment Agency

Local Office Details:
Buglife – South West Office, THINQTANQ, Fairbairn House, Higher Lane, Plymouth, PL1 2AN

buglife.org.uk 01733 201210 @buzz_dont_tweet
Buglife The Invertebrate Conservation Trust is a registered charity at Bug House, Ham Lane, Orton Waterville,
Peterborough, PE2 5UU
Registered Charity No: 1092293, Scottish Charity No: SC040004, Company No: 4132695

