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what areareareare they? 
Crayfish are freshwater crustaceans related to 
lobsters, and there are two main species in UK 
- the native white-clawed crayfish 
(Austropotamobius pallipes), and the non-native 
signal crayfish (Pacifastacus leniusculus), 
which was introduced to Britain in the 1970s via 
crayfish farms, and subsequently escaped. 
There are a few other introduced species of 
crayfish, but they are not very widespread. 
Trapping crayfish for food in the UK only 
involves the signal crayfish, which can be up to 
25cm long with claws extended. The native 
crayfish is never more than a few centimetres 
long.They live on the beds of streams and 
rivers and are carnivorous, eating mainly dead 
creatures. The signal crayfish can walk 
overland to establish itself in new waterways, 
and is now widespread throughout Britain. 

what are the benefits?what are the benefits?what are the benefits?what are the benefits?    
First - getting food from the wild is a good idea 
from an environmental perspective (unless we 
deplete the resource, which isn't an issue here). 
Wild food is organic - no pesticides, fertilisers, 
hormones or genetic modification involved; in 
fact, no ecological interference at all. 
The second benefit is in reducing their 
numbers. The American crayfish is causing 
problems for both the native crayfish and for 
British waterways. Signal crayfish outcompete 
native crayfish because they are bigger, their 
eggs hatch earlier in the year, females lay up to 
500 eggs (the native crayfish lays around 200), 
and they are less fussy about what they eat. 

Also, the signal crayfish carries a fungal 
disease (Aphanomyces astaci, commonly 
called the crayfish plague) that kills the native 
crayfish (it’s not at all harmful to humans 
though). Also, American crayfish burrow into 
the banks of rivers and streams to build their 
homes, causing erosion of the river banks. 

what can I do?what can I do?what can I do?what can I do?    
You need a licence to keep crayfish in this 
country - see the DEFRA website - in case they 
escape into the wild. If you're thinking of 
farming crayfish, ponds now have to be indoors 
and escape-proof. This factsheet assumes that 
you're not going to keep them, you're just going 
to catch them from the wild. Don't put any 
crayfish into ponds or other bodies of water 
temporarily, as they could escape and colonise 
areas that don’t have them. 

trapping crayfish 
There are byelaws covering the trapping of 
crayfish, and what you can do depends on local 
circumstances - especially if there are native 
crayfish in your area. Contact the Environment 
Agency to ask about your local circumstances, 
or you can get a crayfish trapping advice pack 
from the National Fisheries Laboratory on 
01480 483968. You will need Environment 
Agency tags on your trap for it to be legal.  
The Environment Agency's concerns are that if 
people are allowed to catch crayfish for food, 
they will be sold to the restaurant trade, and 
because there is money to be made, some 
people might 'seed' rivers and streams that 
don't have signal crayfish, so that they can be 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
a cooked crayfish looking very much like a 
small lobster 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
you can buy crayfish traps (talk to the 
Environment Agency), or you could make 
your own from chicken wire or wicker (above). 
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harvested in the future. We share this concern, 
so we would encourage people never to buy or 
sell crayfish, but to trap them just for their own 
consumption.  
Depending on whether the Environment Agency 
allow it in your area, you can make your own 
trap. You can make a cylinder with chicken 
wire, up to a metre long, and bend the ends 
over to form a cone that crayfish can climb into 
but not out of. You can do the same with willow 
(see photo). Trapping crayfish is a summer 
activity, of course. In winter, they will be 
hibernating in the river banks. 
The trap shouldn't have an entrance of more 
than 95mm, because if there are otters in the 
area, they could get caught. Bait the trap with 
something tasty for crayfish (like a fish-head), 
plus a brick to weigh it down, then put it into a 
stream you suspect has crayfish. Check the 
next day. Anything other than signal crayfish, let 
go, and don't leave a trap in a watercourse for 
more than 24 hours, in case something other 
than a crayfish gets trapped in it. Let any native 
crayfish go if you've caught any (although it 
would be virtually impossible to catch a native 
crayfish in a trap like this, as they are so small). 
But if you catch small signal crayfish, don’t put 
them back. Signal crayfish are cannibals, and if 

you remove only big ones, there will be nothing 
to keep the numbers of small ones down. The 
Environment Agency in Scotland have urged 
fishermen to kill signal crayfish on sight. 
Take them out of the trap (keep fingers away 
from their pincers), and keep them in tubs of tap 
water for a couple of days to purge them of any 
food in their intestines. 

cooking crayfish 
Boil a large pan of water and tip them in - they 
are killed instantly. Simmer for around 3 
minutes, then turn off the heat and leave in the 
water for another 2 minutes. They turn pink 
when they are cooked, and look like mini-
lobsters (which they are). 
The edible parts are the tail and the claws. Pull 
and separate the head and tail. Pull off the legs, 
then grab the end of the flesh sticking out of the 
tail casing and pull. Sometimes there will be 
pink eggs - you can eat those too. But give it a 
bit of a rinse to get rid of all traces of intestines 
and food. Then put the claws on a hard surface 
and hit sharply with the back of a knife to crack 
them open. Grab the end of the flesh and pull it 
out of the claw. 
You can serve with rice, toast, mayonnaise 
and/or any number of sauces. It looks and 
tastes a bit like prawn.There are plenty of 
recipes out there (see LILI’s links page). 
For a meal for one person, you'd probably need 
the meat of 5 crayfish. If the crayfish are 
present in that stretch of water, you can easily 
catch 10 in a trap each time. 

resourcesresourcesresourcesresources    
• Environment Agency - trapping byelaws; 

environment-agency.gov.uk (search for 
crayfish) / 08708 506 506  

• defra.gov.uk/fish/freshwater/crayfish.htm –
DEFRA; forms and guidelines on keeping 
crayfish  

• Crayfish King - crayfishking.com; recipes, 
information on crayfish, and a forum 

• crayfishremovaloxon.co.uk - crayfish removal, 
traps, recipes 

• Solway Feeders - solwayfeeders.com / 01557 
500253, Scotland; supply crayfish traps 

Contact us or visit our website to find out more about our message, networks, factsheets, books, 
courses, products, services, magazines, links, forum, events and volunteering on organic farms. 
You can also become a Friend of LILI, receive our e-newsletter, and help us change the world. 

Low-impact Living Initiative (LILI), Redfield Community, Winslow, Bucks, MK18 3LZ 
tel: +44 (0)1296 714184      email: lili@lowimpact.org       web: lowimpact.org  
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signal crayfish displaying the tell-tale red 
claws. 


