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STOCKING 
To Stock or Not To Stock Is the Question

Although it may seem early to be considering next year’s 
crop when we still have a couple of months remaining with 
the current year’s farm-raised crop, it is important that pro-
ducers begin the process of planning for next year’s produc-
tion season. This starts with assessing stocking needs now. 

Other facets of managing crawfish ponds become insignifi-
cant unless you have successful survival of brood crawfish fol-
lowed by successful reproduction. Some aspects of regulating 
reproduction are beyond your control – such as summer and 
fall drought – but other aspects of stocking can be managed 
by you.

Stocking usually is required only in (1) new ponds, (2) 
ponds that have been out of production (fallow) for a year or 
longer or (3) when there has been a crop failure, for whatever 
reason.

Adding brood crawfish (stockers) to ponds that have a 
residual population of crawfish may not be advisable even if 
your yield was low. As few as 5 pounds of females per acre 
that burrow, survive the summer and produce viable offspring 
at flood-up will provide enough juveniles for a potential har-
vest of 500 to 700 pounds per acre.

We are aware that some, and perhaps many farmers, sup-
plement their stock by adding large-sized stockers – thinking 
this will help them in producing larger crawfish. The rationale 
is that trapping is selective for larger crawfish (which is true), 
leaving smaller crawfish behind to breed. The fear is that over 
time these smaller breeders will produce smaller crawfish. 

Although this concept seems logical, genetics and breed-
ing research by LSU AgCenter scientists in the mid-1980s 
showed there is virtually no potential to increase or de-
crease crawfish size through selective breeding. To produce 
large crawfish, the population density must be regulated. 
Lower density populations will produce large crawfish, and 
higher density populations will produce smaller crawfish. 
Supplementing the population with large stockers will not 
change this.

If you are an existing producer and your yield has not been 
particularly good, start assessing burrowing activity on your 
levees in late April and May. If you produced an acceptable 
yield and you see a great deal of burrowing activity on your 
levees in April and May while you’re still trapping, stocking 
is not necessary. If your yield is low but you see considerable 
burrowing activity in April and May, stocking may not be 
needed. The guideline to use is that if you are catching enough 
crawfish to justify routine or even sporadic harvesting, a suf-
ficient residual population is present and restocking probably 

is not required. If you had a total “crop failure” and observe no 
active burrowing activity, stocking will likely be required. 

If you are unsure about whether restocking is warranted, 
contact an LSU AgCenter extension agent in your parish or 
your area’s AgCenter aquaculture/fisheries agent for advice. 
You also can contact one of the LSU AgCenter experts listed 
in the contact information at the end of this newsletter.
How Much Should I Add?

If stocking is needed, the question becomes “How much 
broodstock should you add?” 

There are a number of things that should be considered, 
including how many crawfish already are present in the pond, 
the survival of both crawfish already present in the pond and 
the additional stock that are added, spawning and hatching 
success 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. 

Here are our recommendations on stocking crawfish:

Stocking Recommendations    
for the 2012-2013 Production Season

 Stock only red swamp crawfish. Avoid stocking of white 
river crawfish, if at all possible.

 For new ponds or ponds that have been fallow for a year, 
stock one sack (35 to 45 pounds) or two 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 amounts of vegetation to pro-
vide protective cover for the crawfish. Use the higher rate if 
no crawfish are present, if the pond recently was renovated 
or built and if vegetative cover is sparse.

 Crawfish obtained from rice field ponds, permanent or 
marsh ponds or wild crawfish from the Atchafalaya Basin 
all are equally good sources of stock. What is most im-
portant is not the source of the stock but rather ensuring 
that they are healthy and in good condition at the time of 
stocking. 

 Stocker crawfish should 
be lively (active) and 
contain adequate body 
reserves (as indicated 
by full, yellow/orange 
hepatopancreas or 
“fat”). Survival and suc-
cessful reproduction in 
the burrow depends on 
the female having good 
body condition. 

A healthy, well-conditioned crawfish 
(left) and a crawfish in poor condition 
(right).
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 At least half the stockers 
should be females, and a 
majority of the females 
should be mature. The 
presence of yellow, tan or 
brown eggs in the head 
of the female indicates 
maturity. Check 20 or 
so females from each 
source of stockers for egg 
development.

 Size of the broodstock is 
not important. Although smaller broodstock will produce 
fewer juveniles, this is offset by having more females per 
pound stocked. Our personal observations from reproduc-
tion studies are that smaller stockers seem to have higher 
survival than larger stockers.

 Do not purchase crawfish for stocking that have been kept 
overnight in a cooler/chiller, but it is beneficial to keep 
broodstock cool (60-75 degrees F) and moist during trans-
port to the pond because this minimizes stress.

 Avoid purchasing stock that may be severely stressed. 
Crawfish often can be stressed because they were over-
crowded in the traps when caught, they were exposed to 
low oxygen concentrations in the ponds from which they 
were harvested or they may have been 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 are ideal. 

 Stock the crawfish throughout the pond, and place them 
in the water. Do not put them on dry ground and force 
them to walk into the pond.

 Crawfish can be stocked in April, May and June, but it 
is better to stock crawfish when water temperatures are 
cooler. Thus, stocking in mid-April and May is preferable 
to stocking in June or even July. In visiting with farmers 
who have had crop failures the past couple of years, most 
stocked their ponds in mid- to late June when tempera-
tures were exceptionally hot.

 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 stock-
ing (hot water, low oxygen).
If large acreages of ponds/fields are to be stocked, we rec-

ommend obtaining broodstock from several sources, stocking 
the crawfish over several weeks and stocking a good mixture 
of mature and immature sub-adults. Do not put all your eggs 
in single basket – spread your risk.

Individual circumstances specific to each farming opera-
tion might require slightly higher or lower stocking rates. 
For example, if post-stocking survival of the broodstock 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. That would mean stock-
ing 60 pounds per acre rather than 40 pounds per acre in 
this example. In contrast, if there is evidence of a healthy, but 
relatively low, resident population 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, which are the most 
prominent production systems in southwest Louisiana, craw-
fish usually are stocked in flooded rice fields sometime after 
the permanent flood has been applied to the rice crop. Water 
is maintained on those fields until they are drained in prepa-
ration for rice harvest. The stocked crawfish will construct 
burrows in levees at the water/levee interface when they are 
ready to. 

In single-crop or “permanent” crawfish ponds, however, 
in which the same pond or field is used year after year, a few 
additional critical recommendations should be followed to 
optimize burrowing and reproductive success – particularly 
when stocking is necessary. These recommendations apply 
whether the pond is drained to plant forage for crawfish in 
late summer or drained earlier to encourage the growth of 
“volunteer” vegetation.

 Do not drain ponds immediately after stocking. Water 
should be retained in the pond if at all possible for several 
weeks after stocking to (1) permit crawfish to recover 
from the stress of stocking, (2) let any immature crawfish 
stocked molt to sexual maturity and mate and (3) allow 
crawfish to initiate burrowing on their own – on their 
biological timetable and not yours.

 Ideally, it is best to maintain water levels in the pond at a 
relatively constant depth after stocking and before drain-
ing. Burrowing occurs at the water/levee interface, and 
it usually takes several days for a crawfish to complete 
excavation of a new burrow. Draining water while burrows 
are being constructed can strand the burrowing females, 
resulting in death.

 Cover at the water’s edge is important to protect crawfish 
from predators as they excavate their burrows. Natural 
cover (weeds, tall grass, etc.) is ideal. If levees are newly 
constructed and devoid of natural cover, you can place artificial 
cover (roofing tin, cardboard, etc.) along levees at the water’s 
edge, if practical. The crawfish will burrow under the cover.

Managing Environmental Conditions Pre- and 
Post-Stocking to Increase the Probability of Success 

Draining ponds immediately after stocking can prevent 
crawfish from recovering from stocking stress and reaching 
the desired state of maturity. Fluctuating water levels, es-
pecially in the absence of timely rains, also can hinder bur-
rowing. Predators, especially fish and birds, can significantly 
reduce numbers of broodstock, and extensive levee work 
following burrowing can further reduce survival, reproduction 
and recruitment. 

Therefore, attention given to ponds after stocking is as 
important as other factors related to the practice of stocking 
brood crawfish in a new or idle pond. 

Female crawfish with tan colored 
eggs laying on top of the two lobes of 
crawfish hepatopancreas (“fat”).
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(Continued on next page)

Vegetative cover within the pond plays an important 
role in broodstock survival. Vegetative cover protects stock-
ers from predators and cannibalism and helps buffer pond 
temperature. Many types of vegetation also provide crawfish 
access to the surface in times of low oxygen. Vegetation or 
some other form of cover along the water’s edge provides 
protection from predators while brood crawfish are construct-
ing burrows. 

Water temperature, during and after stocking, is critical to 
the reproductive process. Crawfish cannot tolerate water tem-
peratures over 92 F to 95 F for long periods. Crawfish may 
seek deep or shaded areas of the pond to avoid the extreme 
temperature of midday, but if refuges are unavailable, crawfish 
can leave the pond or simply die. Increased water depth, veg-
etative cover and shade, or water exchanges all are options for 
buffering the effects of high water temperatures at stocking. 

Weather after stocking also may influence reproductive 
success. For crawfish to successfully burrow, free water is 
needed during burrow construction. Successful spawning 
and hatching of eggs in the burrow requires the presence of 
perched water in the bottom chamber of the burrow. Drought 
conditions during summer and early fall can reduce or prevent 
crawfish reproduction in burrows. Drought conditions in 
the fall (September and October) can delay emergence of 
females from their burrows with eggs or young, even if the 
pond already has been flooded. These were the conditions 
we believe to be responsible for the slow start to this season’s 
crawfish crop (2011-2012) as well as last season’s slow start 
(2010-2011). 

When Should You Stop Trapping? 
We receive numerous inquiries from producers each year 

for advice on when to halt harvest operations. Their concerns 
are whether or not trapping later into the summer could 
potentially hurt next season’s crop by “over-trapping” brood 
crawfish, thus reducing the following season’s production. 

LSU AgCenter research has shown it is not possible to 
over-harvest a population of red swamp crawfish. Baited traps 
are inefficient and cannot remove enough reproductively 
mature females to negatively affect reproduction for the next 
season’s crop. 

Our recommendation is to continue to harvest as long as 
a buyer is willing to purchase your crawfish at a price that 
justifies the effort. When burrowing by females has occurred 
and the water becomes exceedingly hot, the catch usually 
will decrease to a level that signals it is time to cease harvest. 
Of course, if the pond(s) or fields need to be prepared for 
planting another crop or require renovation, cease harvesting 
whenever it is necessary to do so.

There is a potential downside, however, to harvesting 
crawfish into late June and possibly July that has little to do 
with reproduction. Harvesting into late summer may reduce 
the population of holdover crawfish that potentially will be 
available to catch in November and December. Much of the 
early catch in November and December is holdovers from the 
previous spring. The more of these crawfish that are harvested 
in summer, the fewer there are likely to be this fall, when 
prices are at a premium. Of course, there is no guarantee that 
holdovers will survive the summer in large numbers to be 

caught in the fall and winter, so ultimately this is a choice only 
you can make.

Controlling White River Crawfish
High abundance of white river crawfish presents both 

biological and marketing issues for producers unlucky enough 
to have to deal with this problem.

Consumers, and hence 
buyers, tend to shun white 
crawfish, especially later in the 
season when crawfish are in 
abundant supply. White river 
crawfish also have lower yield 
potential 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 legal 
toxicant that can used to rid a 
pond of white crawfish if the 
pond will subsequently be used 
for cultivating crawfish for hu-
man consumption. 

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 by mid-April to kill all the crawfish 
before a significant number have burrowed. The pond will 
need to remain dry for several weeks, be reflooded, and then 
be restocked with red crawfish in May or early June. Clearly, 
this strategy requires significant costs and loss of revenue.

The final option is to flood the pond earlier in the fall than 
we normally recommend – in early to mid-September. But 
the benefit of early flooding may only occur when accompa-
nied by timely rainfall, because maximum juvenile recruitment 
is dependent on fall rainfall patterns. White river crawfish 
tend to spawn and emerge later in the fall than red swamp 
crawfish. If a pond is filled by mid-September, accompanied 
by timely September rainfall, juvenile red swamp crawfish will 
enter the pond first, giving them a head start on growth over 
the white river crawfish that appear 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 be dominant. If juvenile 
white river crawfish become established before red swamp 
crawfish juveniles enter the pond, white river crawfish will 
dominate the population and subsequent catch. 

This practice might be required for several years to sub-
stantially reduce the population of white crawfish. 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 
low oxygen. This may explain, in part, why white crawfish are 

Red swamp crawfish (left) and 
white river crawfish (right).  
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Additional information on crawfish aquaculture is   
available on the LSU AgCenter website at 

www.LSUAgCenter.com/

en/crops_livestock/aquaculture/crawfish

To receive the online full-color version of  “Crawfish 
News” send an e-mail to rromaire@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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present in high abundance in some ponds, because juvenile 
red crawfish were killed before the juvenile white crawfish 
emerged from burrows. 

Extra caution must be taken to manage water quality asso-
ciated with early September flooding, but this is manageable 
when flooding ponds with established green (immature) rice 
(planted in August).

Recent Publications Placed on the 
LSU AgCenter Crawfish Website 

Projected Costs and Returns for Crawfish Production, 
2012. Dr. Jeff Gillespie and Robert Boucher, Department of 
Agricultural Economics and Agribusiness, LSU AgCenter. 
AEA Information Series 286, February 2012. The paper 
includes projected production budgets for single crop (per-
manent) crawfish ponds, rice/crawfish rotational systems 
and rice/crawfish/rice double-crop systems. The publication 
can be downloaded and printed from the LSU AgCenter’s 
crawfish web pages at http://www.lsuagcenter.com/en/
our_offices/departments/Ag_Economics_Agribusiness/
extension_outreach/budgets/2012/Projected-Costs-and-
Returns-for-Crawfish-Production-in-Louisiana-2012.htm or 
you can contact your parish LSU AgCenter Extension Service 
office and ask them to print a copy for you. 

Controlling White River Crawfish
(continued from page 3)

2011 Estimated Crawfish Harvest

The 2011 Louisiana Ag Summary has recently been 
published and is available on-line at www.LSUAgCenter.
com.  

Estimates for farm-raised crawfish production for the 
2010-2011 crawfish season was as follows: 1,260 produc-
ers; 189,860 acres in production and 111,912, 571 pounds 
harvested with a gross farm value of $195,846,999.

Estimated wild catch of crawfish, which reflects wild 
crawfish harvest from January through December 2010, 
and is compiled by the Louisiana Department of Wildlife 
and Fisheries, was as follows: 2,109 licensed crawfisher-
men, 14,461,753 pounds harvested and a dock-side value 
of $13,521,303.    


