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Considerations    
in Crawfish Stocking

Now that we are on the downside of the production 
season for the state’s farm-raised crawfish crop we are re-
ceiving a number of inquiries from producers on stocking 
crawfish. With the exception of new ponds, one reason we 
have received many inquiries for information on stocking 
is because a number of crawfish producers did not have a 
particularly good production year in terms of yield, and they 
want to know whether or not adding broodstock can correct 
this problem. 

Stocking is usually required only in (1) new ponds, (2) 
ponds that have been out of production (fallow) for a year or 
longer and (3) when there has been a catastrophic loss of the 
crawfish population, such as from a chemical kill or major 
pond levee renovation. Adding broodstock to ponds that 
have a residual population of crawfish, even if your yield was 
low and not sufficiently high to make money, usually is not 
advised because crawfish have an ability, to a large extent, to 
self-regulate their population numbers. Thus, stocking more 
crawfish will not necessarily result in you having a higher 
population of crawfish. 

Some producers mistakenly think the addition of larger 
broodstock will improve the genetics (gene pool) of the 
population and result in the production of larger crawfish. 
This is a fallacy. Genetics and selective breeding research with 
red swamp crawfish by LSU AgCenter scientists has shown 
there is virtually no potential to increase crawfish size through 
genetics and breeding. Instead, harvest size is almost exclu-
sively controlled by population density, food supply and water 
quality. 

If stocking is warranted, how much broodstock should 
you add? There are a number of things that should be consid-
ered, including how many crawfish already are present in the 
pond, the projected survival rate of both those crawfish pres-
ent in the pond and the additional stock to be added, the suc-
cess rate of reproduction, and, of course, the expected survival 
rate of the young after hatching. Clearly, it is impossible for us 
predict all these factors at the time of stocking. 

Based on many years of research on crawfish reproduc-
tion and stocking, as well as years of experience and observa-
tions from commercial crawfish farming operations, following 
are our current recommendations on stocking crawfish: 

Stocking Recommendations 
for the 2010-2011 Production Season

 For new ponds or ponds that have been fallow for 
a year, stock 1 sack (35 to 45 pounds) or 2 sacks (70 to 90 
pounds) per surface acre. Use the lower rate if you think you 
may have some residual crawfish and you are stocking into 
ponds with significant vegetative cover. Use the higher rate if 
no crawfish are present and vegetative cover is sparse. 

 Stock only red swamp crawfish, and avoid, if at all pos-
sible, stocking of white river crawfish. 

 Research conducted by the LSU AgCenter and the 
Crawfish Research Center at the University of Louisiana 
Lafayette, has shown crawfish obtained from rice field ponds, 
those from permanent or marsh ponds or wild crawfish from 
the Atchafalaya Basin all are equally good sources of stock. 
What is most important is not the source of the stock but 
rather ensuring the crawfish are healthy and in good condi-
tion at the time of stocking.

 Stocker crawfish should be lively and contain adequate 
body reserves (as indicated by full, yellow/orange hepatopan-
creas or “fat”) (see photo 1). Survival and successful reproduc-
tion in the burrow depends on the female having good body 
condition. 

 At least half the stockers should be females, and a ma-
jority of the females should be mature. The presence of yellow, 
tan or brown eggs in the head of the female indicates maturity 
(see photo 2). Check 20 or so females from each source of 
stockers for egg development. 

 Size of the broodstock is not important. Large stockers 
will not mean their offspring will attain a large size. Although 
smaller broodstock will produce fewer offspring per female, 
this is offset by more females per pound stocked. 

Photo 1. Healthy, well-conditioned crawfish (left) and crawfish in poor 
condition (right). 
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 Do not purchase crawfish for stocking that have been 
kept overnight in a cooler/chiller (less than 40 degrees F). But 
it is beneficial to keep broodstock cool (55-75 degrees F) and 
moist during transport because this minimizes stress.

 Avoid purchasing stock that you suspect may be severe-
ly stressed. Crawfish can often be stressed because they were 
overcrowded in the traps when caught, they were exposed 
to low oxygen concentrations in the ponds from which they 
were harvested or they were poorly handled (exposed to sun, 
heat and wind) after harvest and before stocking. Mortality 
of stressed crawfish can be exceedingly high one or two weeks 
after stocking. 

 Stock crawfish as soon as possible after they have 
been harvested – preferably during the cooler part of the day. 
Handling and stocking on cloudy or rainy days or during early 
morning hours may improve survival.

 Stock the crawfish throughout the pond and add them 
to the water. Do not place them on dry ground and let them 
walk into pond. 

 Preferred months of stocking are April, May and June. 
Water temperature on the day of stocking is critical and 
should be less than 90 degrees F, or crawfish may die from 
stress. In some instances, we have seen crawfish leave (walk 
out of the pond) after stocking because the environmental 
conditions in the pond were so poor at the time of stocking 
(hot water, low oxygen, etc.). 

If large acreages of ponds/fields are to be stocked, we 
recommend obtaining broodstock from several sources and 
stocking the crawfish over several weeks, as well as stocking 
a good mixture of mature and immature sub-adults. In other 
words, do not put all your eggs in one basket. 

Individual circumstances specific to each farming opera-
tion might necessitate slightly higher or lower stocking rates. 
For example, if post-stocking survival of the broostock is 
anticipated to be low (such as from handling stress, predators, 
short flood duration, etc.), the recommended stocking rate can 
be increased 50 percent or so. For example, stock 60 pounds 
per acre rather than 40 pounds per acre. In contrast, if there 
is evidence of a healthy, but relatively low, resident popula-
tion of crawfish in the pond, stocking rate may be adjusted 

downward. For example, stock 20 pounds per acre rather than 
40 pounds per acre. 
Encouraging Optimum Burrowing Conditions 
for Single-Crop (Permanent) Crawfish Ponds 
After Stocking

In rice/crawfish rotation systems, the most prominent 
production system in southwest Louisiana, crawfish usu-
ally are stocked in flooded rice fields some time after the 
permanent flood has been applied to the rice crop. Water 
is maintained on that field until such time that the field is 
drained in preparation for rice harvest. The stocked crawfish 
will construct burrows in levees at the water/levee interface 
when they are ready to burrow. In single-crop or “permanent” 
crawfish ponds in which the same pond or field is used year 
after year, however, a few additional critical recommendations 
should be followed to optimize burrowing and reproductive 
success should stocking be necessary. These recommendations 
apply whether the pond is drained to plant forage for crawfish 
in late summer or drained to encourage the growth of non-
planted volunteer vegetation. 

 Do not drain pond immediately after stocking. Water 
should be retained in the pond for several weeks after stock-
ing to allow crawfish to recover from the stress of stocking, to 
allow those stockers that are immature to mature and mate 
and to allow sufficient time for the crawfish to initiate bur-
rowing on their own.

 Ideally, it is best to maintain water levels in the pond 
at a constant depth for several weeks after stocking until you 
are ready to drain the pond. Burrowing occurs at the water/
levee interface, and it usually takes several days for a crawfish 
to complete excavation of a burrow. Draining water while bur-
rows are being constructed can strand the burrowing females 
and result in death. 

 Adequate cover at the water’s edge is important to 
protect crawfish from predators as they excavate their bur-
rows. Natural cover (weeds, tall grass, etc.) is ideal. If levees 
are newly constructed and devoid of natural cover, artificial 
cover (roofing tin, cardboard, etc.) can be placed along levees 
at the water’s edge.

Controlling White River 
Crawfish 

If you happen to have few or no white river crawfish in 
your ponds, consider yourself lucky. 

An abundance of white river crawfish presents both bio-
logical and marketing issues for producers who have to deal 
with this problem. Aside from the obvious marketing issues 
– consumers, and hence buyers, by and large shun away from 
white crawfish – white river crawfish have lower yield poten-
tial compared to red swamp crawfish because of differences in 
their reproductive cycles. 

The options for controlling white river crawfish in ponds 
are limited. There is no federally labeled toxicant that can be 
used to rid a pond of white crawfish if the pond is used for 
cultivating crawfish for human consumption. 

Photo 2. Female crawfish with cream-colored eggs laying on top of the 
two lobes of crawfish “fat.”
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The best option is to leave the pond fallow (dry) for 
a year (or longer) and restock the pond with red swamp 
crawfish the following spring (April/May). Another option, 
which has had limited success, is to quickly drain the pond in 
spring to strand and kill the crawfish before they can burrow. 
It is likely too late in the current calendar year for this option 
to be effective, because many white river crawfish already 
have burrowed. Renovating pond levees also would likely kill 
large numbers of white river crawfish by trapping them inside 
the burrows. All these options would also kill red swamp 
crawfish, but, of course, the pond(s) would then need to be 
restocked with red crawfish. 

The final option is to flood the pond this fall earlier than 
we normally recommend – early to mid-September. The 
reason this strategy might work – and we emphasize “might 
“– is that white river crawfish tend to spawn later in the fall 
than many red swamp crawfish. By filling the pond in early 
September, juvenile red swamp crawfish will enter the pond 
first, giving them a head start on growth compared to the 
white river crawfish that spawn later. 

LSU AgCenter research has shown that the species of 
crawfish that enters the pond first in greatest numbers after 
fall flood-up has the best chance of dominating the popula-
tion. Thus, if red swamp crawfish become established first 
after the pond is flooded, they will dominate the population 
and harvest. If juvenile white river crawfish become estab-
lished before red swamp crawfish juveniles enter the popula-
tion, white river crawfish will dominate the population and 
subsequent catch. 

This management practice might require several consecu-
tive years to show a noticeable difference in the reduction of 
white river crawfish in the population. Of course, the biggest 
danger of early flooding is the potential for killing a large per-
centage of the early hatch of juvenile red swamp crawfish from 
poor water quality. This may explain, in part, why white river 
crawfish are present in abundance in some ponds. Extra cau-
tion must be taken to manage water quality associated with 
early September flooding, and this is more manageable when 
flooding fields/ponds with established green (immature) rice. 

Dirty Crawfish 
It is not unusual to see many “dirty” or fouled crawfish in 

the catch this time of the year. By using “dirty,” we are simply 
referring to the external appearance of the crawfish. 

The fouling or dirty appearance is associated with the 
growth of numerous nonharmful microorganisms and mi-
croscopic plants (algae) and animals that use the crawfish’s 
exoskeleton or “shell” as a hard substrate for their growth, just 
they use a rocks and twigs that have been immersed in the 
water for a long time. These fouling organisms are referred to 
by biologists as “ectocommensals.”

The explanation as to why we see this when the water is 
warm, and not earlier in the production season, is straight-
forward. Many of the crawfish in April, May and June have 
matured and ceased to grow. Of course, crawfish shed their 
old shell to grow, and when they cast off their old shell, any 
external organisms that may have begun to grow on that shell 
are lost. Ectocommensals grow and spread rapidly on the 
crawfish’s shell when the water is warm, so the combination 
of a crawfish not shedding its shell along with rapid ectocom-
mensal growth results in crawfish having a dirty appearance. 
Depending on the type of organisms growing on the craw-
fish shell and the fertility of the water, the fouling may have 
a green or blackish tint (see photo 3). Of course, if crawfish 
are still actively molting and growing, they will be clean in 
appearance. 

The external surfaces of dirty crawfish are marginally 
cleaned by purging animals in water overnight. Abrasive ac-
tion of crowded crawfish in a purging tank rubbing against 
one another “polishes” much of the shell, but this depends on 
the type of external growth on the shell. Dirty crawfish also 
can be cleaned by immersion in a solution of water and food-
service chemicals (ascorbic or citric acid and baking soda) for 
a couple hours, but this requires holding vats and tanks to 
handle this. 

Another group of fouling organisms that can be found 
on crawfish is the eggs of a corixid insect referred to as “water 
boatman.” The water boatman eggs are laid on newly molted 
crawfish and are usually most abundant on head and below 
and around eyes. The insect egg numbers can be so high that 
the crawfish appear unslightly to consumers (photo 3). Water 
boatman eggs are not easily removed by purging or immersion 
in a food-grade chemical solution. 

Photo 3. “Dirty” crawfish covered with algal (plant) growth on the shell 
and water boatman insect eggs near the eggs. 
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Additional information on crawfish aquaculture is avail-
able on the LSU AgCenter Web site at 

www.lsuagcenter.com/en/crops_livestock/aquaculture/crawfish

To receive the online full-color version of “Crawfish News” 
send an e-mail to rdjohnson@agcenter.lsu.edu with 
“SUBSCRIBE CRAWFISH NEWS” in the subject line. 
There is no need to re-subscribe to the online version if you 
already receive it. To be removed from the electronic mail-
ing list, write “UNSUBSCRIBE CRAWFISH NEWS” in 
the subject line.
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Recent Publications placed 
on the LSU AgCenter Crawfish website 
Projected Costs and Returns for Crawfish Production, 2010. 

Robert Boucher and Dr. Jeff Gillespie, Department of 
Agricultural Economics and Agribusiness, LSU AgCenter. 
AEA Information Series 271, February 2010. This publica-
tion contains updated information on projected costs and re-
turns based largely on information obtained from commercial 
crawfish producers that participated in Gillespie’s in-depth 
2008 economic survey of the crawfish aquaculture industry. 
The paper includes projected production budgets for single-
crop (permanent) crawfish ponds, rice/crawfish rotational 
systems, and rice/crawfish/rice double-crop systems. The 
publication can be downloaded and printed from the craw-
fish section of the LSU AgCenter’s website at http://www.
lsuagcenter.com/en/crops_livestock/aquaculture/crawfish/
Economics+Markets++Marketing/Projected-Costs-and-
Returns-for-Crawfish-Production-in-Louisiana-2010.htm 
or you can contact your parish extension office and they can 
download it for you. 

Enjoying Louisiana Crawfish. 
Dr. Beth Reames, Professor and Extension Specialist, 

School of Human Ecology, LSU AgCenter. LSU AgCenter 
Publication 2353 (online only), December 2009. This six-
page publication is written with consumers of Louisiana 
crawfish in mind. Topics covered include a background on 
crawfish and the crawfish industry, crawfish products and 
their seasonal availability, care of crawfish before preparation 
and after preparation, freezing crawfish, nutritional informa-
tion on both cooked meat from farm-raised and wild-caught 
crawfish, crawfish myths associated with diet and nutrition, 
and preparing crawfish in a more healthful way. Many of 
you may want to share this publication to your custom-
ers. The publication can be downloaded and printed from 
the LSU AgCenter’s website at http://www.lsuagcenter.
com/NR/rdonlyres/7887501A-0193-434B-8CB5-C6A-
BA622FF34/65824/pub2353enjoyinglouisianacrawfish-
LOWRES.pdf or you can contact your parish extension office 
and they can download it for you. 


