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Crawfish News

The cold winter we experienced this crawfish season led 
to many phone calls and inquiries from farmers and the media 
about the effect the unseasonably cold winter in southern 
Louisiana had on the crawfish crop, at least through February.

Based on field research studies, Dr. Ray McClain, craw-
fish researcher at the LSU AgCenter’s Rice Research Station 
at Crowley, has determined that about 1,800 cumulative 
degree-days above 41 degrees F are necessary for about half 
of a group of hatchling crawfish to attain a minimum harvest-
able size of about 30 count (30 crawfish to the pound). Why 
are we interested in only water temperatures above 41 degrees 
F? We believe 41 degrees F is the water temperature below 
which little or no crawfish growth occurs. To better under-
stand what a “cumulative degree-day” is, if the water tempera-
ture was a constant 65 degrees F, it would take 75 days to 
accumulate 1,800 degree days (65 degrees F minus 41 degrees 
F = 24 degree difference; 1,800 degrees divided by 24 degrees 
per day = 75 days).

What Effect Did the Cold Winter Have on Crawfish Production?
We recently examined water temperatures and cumula-

tive degree-days in December, January and February for this 
crawfish season (2009-2010 season) and compared them 
with water temperature data from the previous nine crawfish 
seasons (see accompanying table). Dr. McClain has monitored 
water temperature in experimental crawfish ponds with tem-
perature data loggers throughout the crawfish season every 
year since 2000. Only one season in the past decade (2000-
2001) had a colder December than this winter, and two 
seasons (2000-2001 and 2002-2003) had colder Januarys, 
but the month of February 2010 was the coldest February 
in the past decade. Two previous winters (crawfish season 
2000-2001 and crawfish season 2002-2003) were nearly as 
cold (had comparable cumulative degree-days) as this season 
to date, but the current season has proven to be the coldest, 
and this undoubtedly has affected the growth and subsequent 
crawfish catch through February.

To further illustrate the likely effect the cold weather 
conditions had on the farm-raised 
crawfish crop this winter, note in the 
table the number of days in January 
and February where the average water 
temperature was above 55 degrees F. 
Crawfish significantly reduce their 
food consumption and movement to 
baited traps at temperatures below 
55 degrees F. There were only 16 days 
this January and February where the 
average water temperature was above 
55 degrees F. 

In comparison, for the previous 
nine seasons, there was an average of 
28 days (range of 14-43 days) where 
average water temperature exceeded 
55 degrees F. Only the 2002-2003 
crawfish season had fewer warmer 
days (14) than the current season. 
So it is not surprising the crawfish 
catch has been significantly reduced 
through February for many, if not 
most, crawfish farmers. To illus-
trate the effect of sustained cold 

Table. Winter water temperature comparisons from the 2000-2001 through 2009-2010 crawfish 
seasons in experimental rice-crawfish culture ponds at the LSU AgCenter’s Rice Research Station, 
Crowley, Louisiana.

Season

Average Monthly Water 
Temperature (oF)

Cumulative 
Degree-days1

(Dec-Feb)

Number of Days 
above 55oF 

(Jan-Feb)Dec Jan Feb

00-01 48 49 60 983 21

01-02 57 53 53 1224 23

02-03 51 47 56 907 14

03-04 52 53 53 1080 21

04-05 54 57 58 1358 36

05-06 53 58 57 1325 43

06-07 55 53 56 1247 24

07-08 58 51 59 1334 32

08-09 55 55 60 1388 37

09-10 51 51 51 905 16

1 Cumulative degree-days are derived by adding up individual degree-days, which are calculated 
by subtracting 41 from each average daily temperature, because 41 degrees F is the threshold 
temperature at which growth ceases in crawfish.



 Crawfish News  2   Volume 3   Number 2

Visit our Web site:

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

What Should We Expect 
to See When the Waters 
Warm?  

Following these “record” cold temperatures, the next logi-
cal question is whether your catch will resume or pick up to 
a normal level – or even possibly increase above normal – as 
pond waters warm.

With an increase in water temperature, catch should 
begin to significantly increase, and as we write this newsletter, 
we already are seeing a substantial increase in crawfish catch 
in research ponds at the Aquaculture Research Station. 

One thing of interest to us is whether or not crawfish 
might potentially exhibit compensatory growth as water tem-
peratures rise, thus helping to make up for the long periods 
of slow growth and low catch due to the record cold tempera-
tures. Compensatory growth is when crawfish grow more 
rapidly than what we might expect under normal conditions 
to “catch up” for growth lost or not realized during the winter. 

Compensatory growth has been documented for red 
swamp crawfish in the laboratory when growth in juveniles 
was reduced from intentional starvation or exposure to very 
low dissolved oxygen. When the adverse conditions were 
eliminated – food was provided and oxygen levels increased - 
crawfish grew faster than their siblings that were not exposed 
to the stressful factors.

temperatures on crawfish catch, the average catch this past 
January and February in 25 acres of experimental crawfish 
ponds at the LSU AgCenter’s Aquaculture Research Station 
in Baton Rouge was 45 percent less than the average January 
and February catch for the previous nine seasons. We at-
tribute most of this reduction in catch to the unseasonably 
cold winter water temperatures. Warming temperatures are 
needed before optimum catches and crawfish growth rates are 
realized.

 Use Fish When Cold/Cool and Formulated Bait When 
Warm. Use fish bait (pogy, shad, carp, buffalofish, herring, 
slicker or similar fish) when the water temperature is less than 
65 to 70 degrees F. That usually will take you into late March 
and maybe early April. Even though fish baits are about 14 to 
20 cents per pound more expensive than formulated (arti-
ficial or manufactured) bait pellets, the additional crawfish 
catch in cooler water more than compensates for the added 
expense. You usually only need to catch about two to four 
more crawfish per trap to cover the additional expense of fish 
bait. Should you find that less expensive manufactured bait is 
catching as good as fish in cooler water, then by all means use 
it, but generally this is not going to be the case, particularly in 
ponds that still have abundant vegetation. 

At water temperatures of 65 F to 75 F, a combination of 
fish and formulated bait in about equal amounts can increase 
catch as much as one-third over fish alone or formulated bait 
alone. The inconvenience of handling two baits at the same 
time in harvesting boats must be considered when employing 
this strategy, but it is effective in enhancing catch and reduc-
ing bait cost, particularly when fish bait is expensive or in 
short supply.

When water temperatures exceed 70 F to 75 F and veg-
etation (food supply) becomes depleted (usually late March 
to early April in south Louisiana), formulated bait pellets are 
more cost-effective because they catch better and are cheaper. 
As water temperatures begin to warm, bait some test traps 
with formulated bait to see if it is time to make the switch 
from fish to manufactured bait. 

 Minimize Your Use of Bait. Use about 1/4 pound of bait 
per trap when water temperature is cool and the population 
of harvestable crawfish is low. When waters warm and the 
crop of harvestable crawfish is near maximum levels, increase 
the amount of bait to 1/3 pound per trap. More bait per trap 
may increase your catch if you have a high density of crawfish, 
but usually you will not catch enough additional crawfish to 
compensate for the added bait cost. To keep track of bait use, 
remember the following: A 50-pound bag of manufactured 
bait is sufficient to bait 150 traps (50 pounds bait divided by 
1/3 pound per trap = 150 traps). If you are only baiting 100 
traps, you’re using too much bait. A 60-65 pound box of fish 
bait is enough to bait 180 to 200 traps (60 to 65 pounds fish 
bait divided by 1/3 pound per trap = 180 to 200 traps). 

Pay attention to the amount of bait remaining in the trap 
when you empty it. If a large amount of bait residue is pres-
ent, you can reduce your bait use. If all the bait is rapidly con-
sumed within several hours, consider increasing the amount 
of bait to help retain crawfish in the trap and minimize their 
escape. But remember you have to catch more crawfish to pay 
for the additional bait.

We recommend discarding fish bait residue (used bait) 
– don’t re-use it. Fish bait residue quickly becomes rancid in 
warm water, and it can actually act more as a repellant than an 
attractant. Do not dispose of bait residue in the pond where 
you are trapping.

Fine Tune Your Baiting 
Activities

Trapping should be in full swing in March and April for a 
majority of crawfish producers. 

Trapping is a major expense, but it also is an aspect of 
your business over which you have total control. You deter-
mine how many traps to fish, how often you trap and what 
bait and how much to use.

To ensure you get the highest possible catch at the low-
est possible cost, let’s review our research-based trapping 
recommendations. 
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Crawfish Biology

 Daily Trapping or Every-Other-Day Trapping? Traps 
usually are emptied after a one-day soak (daily trapping) or 
two-day soak (every-other-day trapping). Both are effective 
and can be used in your trapping program.

As a general rule over an extended number of trapping 
days, maximum catch is obtained by emptying your trap after 
a one-day soak because you reduce the number of crawfish 
that escape from the trap. Every-other-day trapping can be 
effective in cooler water, particularly when using manufac-
tured bait. Every-other-day trapping also has the advantage of 
catching larger crawfish, because smaller crawfish more easily 
escape from the trap the longer it remains in the water before 
you empty it. You will catch some of these escapees at a later 
time, hopefully at a larger size. 

In fact, a two-day set partially functions as an in-pond 
grading system. Some larger operations run half their acreage 
with two-day sets on Monday, Wednesday and Friday and 
then run the other half of the acreage on Tuesday, Thursday 
and Saturday. 

Consider what options might work best for you. 

Ever Wonder How Many 
Crawfish Escape from 
Your Traps?  

Speaking of crawfish escape, do you have any idea how 
many crawfish that enter a trap potentially escape before you 
empty it?  

We conducted some studies with 3/4-inch square-mesh 
pyramid traps, and we found, on average, about 20 percent of 
crawfish that entered the traps escaped after a one-day soak, 
but the escape rate doubled to nearly 40 percent after a two-
day soak. 

The type of bait – fish (pogy), manufactured bait or a 
fish/manufactured mixture – did not seem to have much 
influence on the crawfish escape rate. We found that crawfish 
escape from traps was less when water temperature was cool 
(February and March) and it increased substantially when 
temperatures warmed (April and May). Smaller crawfish 
more easily escaped from the traps than larger ones.  

These observations explain why you often see a reduced 
catch with two-day soaks (every-other-day trapping), but the 
crawfish you do catch are likely to be larger.

Other Species of Crawfish 
You Might Find in Your 
Crawfish Pond 

Each year, hundreds of millions of red swamp crawfish 
and white river crawfish are harvested from Louisiana craw-
fish farms. But from time to time, if you look closely, a num-
ber of Louisiana’s other 37 species and subspecies of crawfish 
show up in ponds. 

Some are burrowing crawfish that spend most of their 
lives in burrows and only emerge in the late winter and early 
spring to spawn and release their young. The two most com-
mon of these are the devil crawfish (scientific name: Cambarus 
diogenes) and the painted devil crawfish (Cambarus ludovi-
cianus). Both species reach 3 to 4 inches in length – similar 
to red and white crawfish – and are stout-bodied with wide, 
thick claws. The painted devil crawfish is distinguishable by 
bright red, orange or yellow pinstripes on the back and tail. 

Many smaller species of crawfish find their way 
into ponds, as well, including the Cajun dwarf crawfish 
(Cambarellus shufeldtii) and the swamp dwarf crawfish 
(Cambarellus puer). Both are full grown at 1 to 1.5 inches! It 
is not unheard of to find 1-inch-long females of these species 
with eggs under their tails when dipping along levees to look 
for juvenile red swamp crawfish in commercial ponds. 

Several other species of crawfish turn up on occasion, 
including the ditch fencing crawfish, the ribbon crawfish, the 
digger crawfish and the shrimp crawfish. 

All these species and more are discussed in the book 
“Crawfishes of Louisiana” by Jerry G. Walls, LSU Press, 
ISBN 978-0-8071-3409-2. 

Painted devil crawfish Cajun dwarf 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

LSU AgCenter Crawfish Blog. Crawfish farmers usually 
deal with common problems during the production season. 
We try to address some of these issues/problems in our 
crawfish newsletter, but we recognize that issues crop up and 
need to be addressed more quickly than we can distribute 
newsletters.

Thus, to provide information to crawfish producers and 
the public on current topics of interest and importance to the 
crawfish industry in a timely manner, Richard Johnson, the 
LSU AgCenter’s assistant area aquaculture agent for south-
west Louisiana, has created a “Crawfish Blog” (blog is the ab-
breviated term for “web log”). The crawfish blog can be found 
on the Internet at www.lsuagcentercrawfish.wordpress.com. If 
you use the Internet frequently, you might want to bookmark 
the site or check the LSU AgCenter crawfish Web site (www.
lsuagcenter.com/crawfish) for a link to the blog. 

The primary objective of this blog is to provide weekly 
updates dealing with crawfish farming management issues. 

The blog will give producers an opportunity to comment on 
the information that is provided. This blog will not provide 
a forum for information on crawfish pricing, however. 
Johnson will moderate topics and content of the blog.

Future Newsletter Issues for 2010. Our plans for news-
letters for the remainder of the calendar year are: Following 
this newsletter, we will have four-page newsletters in May and 
June followed by a single eight-page newsletter this summer 
and four-page newsletters in September and November.

Recent Publications Placed on the AgCenter Crawfish 
Web site. Two new fact sheets, “Crawfish Trap Design and 
Construction” by Mark Shirley and Greg Lutz (Southern 
Regional Aquaculture Center publication 2404) and 
“Nutrients, Benefits, Selection of Crawfish” by Heli Roy and 
Brandy Williams (LSU AgCenter publication 3100), have 
been placed on the LSU AgCenter Web site. Both papers can 
be downloaded and printed from the Web site or you can 
request that copies be mailed to you.

Crawfishes of Louisiana. A new 256-page book, 
“Crawfishes of Louisiana” (ISBN 978-0-8071-3409-2) by 
Jerry G. Walls (LSU-Alexandria), is available to purchase 
from the Louisiana State University Press for $27.50 plus 
shipping. Order the book through the LSU Press Web site or 
call 800-848-6224 to place an order.


