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Monitor Your Oxygen 
With the approach of warmer weather, oxygen concentra-

tions in many ponds will begin to drop, potentially causing 
stress to crawfish and, under the worst conditions, death from 
suffocation in crowded traps. Ponds with significant forage re-
maining may have more severe oxygen problems.  We recom-
mend you spot-check oxygen with an oxygen chemical test kit 
or an oxygen meter, and let those readings give you guidance 
on what to do next. If crawfish are dying in traps or lying on 
their side near the surface, you can attempt to increase oxygen 
concentration by flushing your pond with freshwater oxygen-
ated water. It is best to drain a portion of the water first and 
then pump to refill to the previous level. If you cannot refill to 
the previous level in 3 to 4 days, it is likely your water pump-
ing capacity is not sufficiently high enough to do much good 
in increasing the oxygen supply. With the high cost of fuel and 
energy, only you can ultimately make the economic decision 
on whether it pays to flush your pond. It is not uncommon 
for us to see farmers flush ponds when oxygen is high and 
flushing is not needed. So, you should check your oxygen and 
manage your water accordingly.        

Should I Feed My Crawfish If the Forage Is 
Depleted?

Overpopulated ponds often become depleted of food in 
March or April. When ponds become depleted of forage and 
crawfish are small we are often asked if supplemental feeding 
can be used to increase size. More research has been con-
ducted on supplemental feeding of crawfish than any other 
topic since the LSU AgCenter began crawfish research in the 
mid-60s. To date, we have not been able to demonstrate a pre-
dictable economic benefit from feeding in commercial ponds.  
Feeds that have been evaluated have included expensive feeds 
formulated specifically for shrimp and crawfish, and inex-
pensive seed grains, such as rice and soybeans, as well as hay 
and other agricultural by-products. You name it – it’s a good 
chance we’ve looked at it. Crawfish will eat just about any-
thing you feed them. You may get some slight increase in size 
and yield from supplemental feeding but not enough to cover 
the cost of the feed and applying it. Current feeding research 
is focusing on short-term supplemental feeding of crawfish 
near of the end of the season, prior to drain down, to better 
condition females before they burrow. The goal is to increase 
reproductive efficiency in females and insure a good supply 

of hatchlings at fall flood-up. We’ll cover more on crawfish 
nutritional needs and requirements in future newsletters.  

How Fast Do Crawfish Grow?
In speaking with a number of producers there appears 

to be some misconception on how fast crawfish grow in 
ponds. Numerous studies have been conducted on growth 
of red swamp crawfish, with the first work conducted in the 
early 1960s. Under ideal conditions of water temperature, 
food supply and population density, it will take a hatchling 
crawfish on average about 3 to 4 months to attain minimum 
harvestable size of about 30-count per pound. It may take an 
additional month for crawfish to grow to a size of 15-count 
per pound. Some crawfish will never grow to this size if the 
population density is too high. Between the time when craw-
fish hatch and young emerge from the burrows is the period 
you can usually expect them to show up in the catch.  

Hatch	 	 Catch
September  December
October  January
November  March
December  April
January   April

Early catches of crawfish in November and early De-
cember are usually a mixture of holdover crawfish from the 
previous year and some fast-growing early hatched crawfish. 
Young produced by females do not grow at the same rate, 
so some offspring will always reach harvest size sooner than 
others. Ideally, it best to remove crawfish from the pond as 
soon as they reach market size to leave more space and food 
for others to grow. If your pond is showing signs of overpopu-
lation, returning undersize crawfish to the pond for further 
growth is no guarantee they will grow to a larger size, nor will 
you ever re-harvest all crawfish that are returned to the pond.  
Therefore, this practice is usually not recommended. Harvest 
overcrowded ponds as often as you can to thin the population.

After the Catch 
Quality is important at each step in the crawfish market-

ing chain. As the first link in that chain, fishermen need to 
handle their catch carefully to keep it clean, alive and healthy. 

Spring	Pond	Management	Tips/Recommendations
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Crawfish Biology

Crawfish that are handled properly after coming out of the 
water have a longer shelf life in the cooler than those improp-
erly handled. Here are a few suggestions to insure you deliver 
a good quality product to your buyer or customer.

Treat ’em Like Eggs
Most crawfish being harvested now have thin shells (“ten-

der” crawfish) because they are molting frequently and are not 
yet mature. They need to be handled with care. Avoid rough 
handling (throwing or bouncing the sacks) or stacking the 
sacks more than three high when crawfish are tender. Exces-
sive stacking or handling can crush the shells. Don’t pack the 
sacks too tightly or overfill them. From 30 to 34 pounds per 
sack is about right. If you see a clear jelly-like substance on the 
sack, you’re seeing crawfish body fluids, which indicates some 
of the crawfish have been crushed. 

Keep ’em Wet, Covered and Cool
Crawfish can survive a long time out of water as long 

as their gills remain moist and the crawfish are kept cool. 
Do not leave sacks sitting in the sun or exposed to the wind 
for very long. It is a good idea to splash water on the sacks 
periodically if it takes more than a few hours to finish harvest-
ing. Do not leave sacks lying in water. Sacked crawfish will 
actually suffocate (drown) from lack of oxygen if submerged 
in water very long. A wet burlap tarp is a good cover for sacks 
of crawfish and will keep them cool, moist and out of the sun. 
Use the wet burlap tarp in the boat, for sacks placed on the 
bank for later pickup and in the bed of the truck on the way 
to the buyer. If crawfish are stored in a cooler, the temperature 
should be 38 to 45 degrees and the crawfish kept as moist as 
possible. Crushed ice can be placed on top of the sacks so that 
water slowly drips through the sacks as it melts. If ice is not 
available, spray the sacks several times during the day to keep 
moist. 

Keep ’em Clean
No one likes straw, bait, mud or other creatures mixed in 

the sack of crawfish they purchase. So be careful to remove 
leftover bait before the crawfish are moved from the sorting 
table into the sack. Another possible source of contamination 
is oil, fuel or grease on the floor of the boat or in the bed of 
the truck. Place the sacks of crawfish on a pallet in the boat or 
on the front deck to avoid the dirty water on the floor of the 
boat. Keep the bed of the truck clean or use a clean piece of 
plywood when hauling your catch to the buyer. Store empty 
sacks in a clean container until you need them.

Although the viral disease confirmed in many Loui-
siana crawfish ponds last spring has been referred to as 
White Spot Syndrome Virus (WSSV), it may be time to 
look for a new name to describe this disease – like “slow-
motion disease,” “crawfish stroke” or something along those 
lines.  Affected crawfish don’t move much, can’t pinch hard 
and most lose their balance and cannot walk. These symp-
toms are most apparent in medium-to-large crawfish, while 
smaller animals in the same pond usually show no problems 
at all. Affected crawfish eventually die, sometimes in traps 
or throughout the pond. The presence of the virus, however, 
does not necessarily cause mortality – the vast majority of 
ponds that tested positive in the spring of 2007 showed 
no problems with mortality or reduced production. This 
disease began to show up in sick and dying crawfish in some 
ponds in March of last year.  

Molting	and	Growth
Crawfish must shed their old exoskeleton (shell) to grow. 

This process is called molting. Growth in crawfish (and other 
crustaceans like shrimp and crabs and insects) involves short 
periodic episodes of molting with long intermolt periods 
between each shedding event. A molt cycle is recognized as 
having five major stages. The “intermolt” phase is the period 
where the shell is fully formed and hardened. During this 
phase, crawfish eat and become heavier. Preparation for 

Recent genetic analysis of the white spot virus from Loui-
siana crawfish by LSU School of Veterinary Medicine has 
found differences in this virus that have not been seen in other 
WSSV isolates from around the world. Our virus appears to 
be genetically unique, and it may have been present at low lev-
els in our natural environment for some time. Research is cur-
rently being done to further determine the source of our virus, 
to investigate the mechanism by which WSSV is transmitted 
from crawfish to crawfish and to identify possible manage-
ment strategies. The majority of Louisiana crawfish ponds 
tested positive for the virus last year, so there is no quaran-
tine program for ponds that have white spot problems. If 
you suspect an outbreak of white spot virus in your crawfish 
operation, let your local county agent or aquaculture agent 
know. We need to work together across the whole industry to 
gather information that can help us understand this problem 
and how to avoid outbreaks.  

White	Spot	Disease	Update
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Aches	and	Pains	
of	Running	Traps

The Southwest Center for Agricultural Health, Inju-
ry Prevention and Education (SWAG) at the University 
of Texas Health Science Center at Tyler will be conduct-
ing research on the aches and pains of Louisiana craw-
fish farmers. The LSU AgCenter is cooperating in the 
study by sending the questionnaire to a sampling of our 
crawfish newsletter mailing list. If you are chosen for the 
survey, please take a few minutes to answer the questions 
and offer your opinions. All responses are confidential, 
and the results will help identify problems that need to be 
addressed. The survey will be mailed in early April.

molting takes place in the “premolt” stage. This includes the 
formation of a new underlying (soft) shell while re-absorption 
of minerals from the old shell occurs. The old shell becomes 
dark and brittle. During the late premolt period crawfish seek 
shelter because they are vulnerable to predation and cannibal-
ism. The molting or “ecdysis” phase involves the actual shed-
ding of the old shell and takes only minutes to occur.  The 
brittle shell splits between the head (carapace) and tail (abdo-
men) on the back side, and the crawfish withdraws from the 
old shell by tail flipping. A soft-shell crawfish is the result. It 
is during the soft phase that the new, elastic shell expands to 
its new dimensions. Hardening (calcification) of the new shell 
takes place during the “postmolt” period. As crawfish resume 
feeding, some hours after molting, further mineralization and 
hardening of the new shell occurs. It is not uncommon for 
the catch to drop during the late premolt, molting and early 
postmolt periods because crawfish stop feeding and are not 
attracted to baited traps.  

Molting is controlled by hormones, and it occurs more 
frequently in younger crawfish than older ones. It takes 
about 11 molt cycles for crawfish to reach maturity. Increase 
in size during molting cycles can vary greatly and is affected 
mostly by environmental factors, such as water temperature, 
water quality, food quality and quantity, and crawfish den-
sity. Research indicates genetics play a relative minor role in 
growth. Crawfish can increase up to 15 percent in length and 
40 percent in weight in a single molt under optimal condi-
tions. Little or no growth may occur under harsh conditions. 
Molting is physiologically one of the most stressful periods in 
a crawfish’s life, and significant environmental stress, like low 
oxygen, during molting can be detrimental to the health of a 
crawfish. That is why it is so important to maintain good wa-
ter quality during periods of rapid growth. Although weather 
fronts, freshwater flushing, increases in water temperature 
and other environmental factors can trigger or synchronize 
molting in ponds, crawfish cannot be forced to molt by these 
events prematurely. Individual crawfish must be at the proper 
physiological stage and be ready to molt for such an environ-
mental event to have an effect. 

Soft, freshly molted crawfish (top) and it cast exosekeleton (bottom).

Frequently Asked 
Questions

Question: Will the size of crawfish improve during 
March, or will they stay small during the harvest season?  We 
deliver crawfish to markets, and our customers complain 
about their size being too small. Please give me your advice.  

Answer:  Improvement in size depends on the individual 
ponds you are getting your crawfish supply from. In March, 
many ponds have large numbers of juvenile crawfish that 
have been growing slowly for some time because of cool water 
temperatures. Crawfish are small because it takes time for 
them to grow. If the food supply is sufficient (still some forage 
to supply crawfish nutrition in the spring) and water quality 
stays acceptable, many of these small crawfish will increase 
in size as temperatures rise. There are always some ponds, 
however, where (a) the crawfish that are small in March will 
remain small because they are overcrowded, (b) there is inade-
quate food available, (c) low oxygen levels are present reducing 
growth or (d) a combination of all three. These populations 
of crawfish are “stunted,” and little additional growth is to be 
expected. The largest crawfish are caught in ponds with the 
lowest population density. The smallest crawfish are caught in 
ponds with the highest density. Since the adoption of ¾-inch 
square mesh traps (compared to the ¾-inch hex mesh traps) 
by the industry, smaller crawfish are often present in the 
catch.

Visit our Web site:

www.lsuagcenter.com/en/crops_livestock/aquaculture/crawfish
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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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LSU AgCenter Crawfish News
Dr. Ron Sheffield, assistant professor of extension engi-

neering, joined the AgCenter faculty in January. Ron is housed 
in the Department of Biological and Agricultural Engineer-
ing, on the LSU campus in Baton Rouge. Ron will be available 
to work with crawfish producers on issues related to pumps, 
pumping systems, pumping efficiency, energy conservation, 
best management practices and other water engineering-
related issues. Dr. Sheffield can be contacted at rsheffield@
agcenter.lsu.edu or by phone at 225-578-3153.

The Louisiana Crawfish Promotion and Research Board 
met January 8 at the Louisiana Department of Agriculture 
and Forestry in Baton Rouge. Several crawfish promotional 
activities were presented to the board for funding consid-
eration. “Ecrevisse,” the rice variety developed by the LSU 
AgCenter strictly as forage for crawfish, will not be available 
for planting this spring or summer. No growers produced 
Ecrevisse seed during 2007 for re-sale in 2008.

Shipping Crawfish Out-of-State: 
Legal Considerations
If	you	ever	consider	shipping	live	crawfish	to	a	buyer	in	
another	state,	keep	in	mind	that	many	states	have	laws	
that	prohibit	the	live	importation	of	crawfish	species	
that	do	not	naturally	occur	there.	Recently,	a	U.S.	District	
Court	fined	the	owner	of	a	Colorado	company	$100,000	
for	transporting	non-native	crawfish	into	Wyoming.	The	
fine	included	both	penalties	for	the	actual	transport	
of	the	crawfish,	as	well	as	restitution	to	the	Wyoming	
Game	and	Fish	Department	for	expenses	incurred	to	
eradicate	the	illegal	species.	Be	certain	of	the	applicable	
regulations	prior	to	shipping	crawfish	to	any	other	state	
and,	to	the	extent	possible	let	the	buyer,	make	all	trans-
port	arrangements	to	avoid	potential	liability.			

Visit our Web site:

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


