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Four (4) size/ (age) classes of crawfish 
present in pond about two months after 
flood-up.  

By now, a vast majority of crawfish farmers have partially or 
fully flooded their fields, and many female crawfish have emerged 
from their burrows and released young. 

The southern part of the state experienced significantly more 
rainfall in summer 2012 compared to the drought conditions 
experienced during the previous two years. This should favor 
crawfish reproduction, so now is a good time to begin monitoring 
juvenile recruitment with a dip net.

This newsletter contains recommendations on how to monitor 
your crawfish population and project when juveniles should attain 
market size, as well as suggestions on trap density and factors to 
consider for early trapping. 

Monitoring Your Crawfish Population
A dip net is a useful tool to assist you in monitoring how 

much reproduction you have had in your ponds. Far too many 
crawfish producers don’t take the time or effort to monitor 
their populations after ponds are flooded. Admittedly, this 
might not be an issue if you have consistent and predictable 
crawfish production from year to year, but how many of us are 
truly fortunate enough to experience this? When information 
on crawfish reproduction and growth is available from dip-net 
sweeps, it is much easier to diagnosis potential problems and 
to have some idea of when problems may have occurred.

When using a dip net, 10 to 20 dips or sweeps pulled 
quickly across the pond bottom on a regular basis are enough 
for a good, quick population assessment in most ponds. More 
crawfish usually will be caught in patches of vegetation along 
or near the levee. Do not dip in areas where the grass is so 
thick that you cannot effectively pull the net along the bot-
tom. The net is intended for catching small crawfish (those 
less than 2 inches), which is good because we are looking for 
evidence of successful reproduction.

You usually will get your best assessment of crawfish 
reproduction one to two months after your pond is flooded, 
or several weeks after a substantial rainfall, particularly 
if conditions were dry (little or no rainfall) following the 
flood-up. Many females that have burrowed high on the levee 
do not emerge from their burrows with young until heavy 
rainfalls occur in late fall and early winter. Several weeks are 
required for the hatchlings to leave the female and distribute 
themselves throughout the pond. Do not be concerned im-
mediately if you are not catching small crawfish shortly after 
flood-up because many females may not have emerged and 

the distribution of those juveniles that have emerged is patchy. 
(They have not yet spread throughout the pond.)

Crawfish are more active at night, particularly when the 
water is clear. If you are not catching young crawfish with 
your dip net during the day, try dip-netting your pond at dusk 
or after dark. Be sure to look carefully in the net, because 
newly hatched crawfish are very small and can be easily 
overlooked, particularly when vegetation and other debris are 
present in the net. You also usually will find some insects in 
the dip net – some of which eat juvenile crawfish and others 
that later will be eaten by the crawfish as a food source.

Sampling crawfish with your dip net once every three to 
four weeks following flood-up should be adequate. What you 
are looking for is at least some small crawfish in the net, but 
don’t expect to find crawfish in every sweep. If, on average, 
you find two to four different size groups of juveniles one to 
two months after flood-up that usually is an ideal situation 
and indicates you’ve had staggered recruitment, which is the 

best condition to achieve 
a good crawfish crop. 
For example, the photo 
below indicates the pond 
being sampled has four 
distinct size groups 
(ages) of crawfish. 

It is difficult to 
predict yield and harvest 
size from the number 
of crawfish caught in 
a dip net, but dip-net 
sampling is an important 
tool to verify if you had 
successful reproduction. 
That said, we have docu-

mented yields of 800 to 1,000 pounds of crawfish per acre 
in experimental ponds with December dip-net sweep counts 
averaging from one-quarter to one crawfish per sweep. Write 
down your observations on dip-net sweeps. Include the aver-
age number of crawfish per sweep and the number of distinct 
size groups for each pond. Then compare these observations 
to your yield at the end of the production season. Over time 
this approach should provide you some basis for predicting 
yield on your individual farming operation. 
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Although many 
dip nets are available, 
we have great success 
with the Model 270-
12 dip net sold by 
Ed Cummings Inc., 
2305 Branch Road, 
Flint, Mich. 48506 
(810-736-0131). 
This net stands up to 
vigorous use. It has a 

42-inch wooden handle, 16-inch by 9-inch frame and the net, 
which is 12-inches deep with 3/16-inch nylon netting. The 
dip net costs $34, not including shipping. A net with 1/16-
inch extra-fine mesh, which will catch the smallest crawfish, 
also is available for a few extra dollars. 

Dip-netting crawfish in commercial crawfish 
pond.

Projecting Crawfish Growth to 
Harvest Size

Water temperature and the density of juvenile crawfish are 
the two most important factors that affect the rate at which 
crawfish grow. 

Food quantity and quality, though important, are second-
ary, particularly in the fall and winter when there is no lack of 
nutritional resources for juvenile crawfish. The potential effect 
of limited food supply (forage deficiency) on growth comes 
into play more in spring. 

With ideal water temperature, crawfish density and food 
supply, it will take a crawfish hatchling about three to four 
months to attain minimum trappable size of about 30 count 
per pound. It may take an additional month for crawfish 
to grow to a size of 15 count or so if the pond is not over-
populated. At low densities and optimal water temperatures, 
crawfish can grow to trappable size even faster. 

Based on when crawfish hatch and young emerge from the 
burrows, as well as normal projected temperatures, here are 
estimates of when you generally can expect this year’s crop to 
begin showing up in the catch.

Cooler-than-normal 
temperatures will slow 
growth, and warmer-than-
normal temperatures will 
speed growth. Early catches 
of crawfish in November 
and December usually are a 
mixture of holdover crawfish 
from the previous season 

and some fast-growing early hatched crawfish. The 200 or 
so hatchlings from each female do not grow at the same rate, 
so some offspring always will reach harvest size sooner than 
others. Ideally, it best to remove crawfish from the pond as 
soon as they reach market size and can be sold – to leave more 
space and food for others to grow. 

Young Emerge Anticipated
From Burrows Catch

September  December

October  January

November  March

December  April

January  April

If your pond is showing signs of overpopulation, LSU 
AgCenter research has shown that returning undersize 
crawfish to the pond is no guarantee they will grow to a larger 
size, nor will you ever re-harvest all those crawfish that are 
returned. At best, you are likely only to re-catch about half 
of those put back in the pond, and possibly less. From an 
economic perspective, it is better to sell the smaller crawfish, 
even at a reduced price, than return them to pond with hopes 
you will catch them later at a larger size. 

Trap Density and Spacing
In preparation for the trapping season, you will need to 

establish lanes for your traps/cages. The table below gives 
you the spacing, in feet, between rows and between traps to 
obtain the desired number of traps per acre. For example, for 
15 traps per acre, distance between rows should be about 50 
feet and distance between traps in the row should be about 60 
feet. As an alternative, you could space your rows at 60-foot 
intervals and place your traps at 50-foot intervals. 

High-Density 
Crawfish Ponds – We 
recommend 18 to 
22 traps per acre for 
high-density crawfish 
ponds. High-density 
crawfish ponds usually 
are those in which the 
pond is managed solely 
for crawfish (crawfish 
monocropping) and 
crawfish are produced 
in the same pond year 
after year, often provid-
ing yields near or above 
1,000 pounds per acre 
in a “good” year.

Low-Density 
Crawfish Ponds – 
Distribute 10 to 15 
traps per acre for 
low-density crawfish 

ponds. Low-density crawfish ponds usually are new ponds or 
those in which crawfish are not grown in the same field year 
after year, such as is practiced in rice/crawfish field rotational 
systems.

Commercial pyramid traps, the most widely used traps 
in farming operations, come in two mesh sizes – 3/4-inch 
square and 7/8-inch square welded wire. Few trap makers still 
use 3/4-inch hex mesh wire, although the material is available. 
The 7/8-inch square mesh traps will retain larger crawfish 
than 3/4-inch square mesh traps but without much difference 
in the overall weight of crawfish caught over a harvest season. 
The older 3/4-inch hex mesh traps and the 7/8-inch square 
mesh traps retain about the same size crawfish. Using traps 

  Trap Density and Spacing
 Distance Distance Traps
 Between Between per Acre
 Rows (feet) Traps (feet) 

 40 30 36

 40 40 27

 40 50 22

 40 60 18

 50 40 22

 50 50 17

 50 60 15

 60 30 24

 60 40 18

 60 50 15

 60 60 12

 70 30 21

 70 40 16

 70 50 12

 70 60 10
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Considerations for Early Trapping
We often receive a number of questions from producers 

on when to start trapping crawfish. Some producers won-
der if early harvest might negatively affect yields later in the 
season. The right answer usually will vary from farm to farm 
and depends on biological, economic and marketing factors or 
considerations. 

A common misconception some producers have is that 
early season harvesting (November/December) will remove 
too many mature females that have not yet laid eggs and will 
reduce the spring crop. This is not likely to occur because 
trapping is so inefficient that most mature females avoid cap-
ture, and those that avoid capture produce young so late in the 
spring that they don’t have sufficient time to grow to trappable 
size before ponds are drained in the spring or early summer. 
Trapping should not be delayed over concerns that removal of 
mature females will decrease the current season’s crop.

From a biological standpoint, it is best to remove crawfish 
from the population as they grow to an acceptable harvest 
size. Crawfish exhibit density-dependent growth, and the 
more crowded they are, the slower they grow. Removing craw-
fish from the population as soon as they can be sold provides 
more space for smaller crawfish and extends the food supply. 

For most producers, economic considerations – price 
and consumer demand – are the most important factors 
in deciding when to initiate trapping. Farming is, after all, 
about profits. If bait and labor costs exceed revenue, it is not 
advisable to trap early, but some producers might want to 
trap at a financial loss temporarily to provide customers with 
early season product and to secure loyalty from their buyers. 
Normally, however, trapping should generate income well 
above bait and labor costs. 

It may not be clear if profits are higher early in the trap-
ping season when prices for crawfish are high and catch is low 
or whether profits are better later in the season when prices 
are lower but catch is much higher. This is where good record 
keeping and reviewing past years’ cash flows on your farm-
ing operation are important. If harvesting is delayed with the 
goal of shortening the harvest season and reducing harvesting 
costs in the hope of higher profits, the likelihood increases 
that overcrowding, smaller crawfish and marketing issues will 
come into play.

As a general rule, crawfish usually can be harvested earlier 
in permanent “single-crop” or “monocrop” ponds (those gener-
ally used solely for crawfish production) because those ponds 
usually have higher numbers of carry-over crawfish (hold-
overs) and often are flooded earlier than rice/crawfish rota-
tional ponds, giving a head start to crawfish growth. Holdover 

crawfish from the previous season usually are a significant 
amount of the early catch in November and December, with 
young-of-the-year crawfish often not reaching trappable size 
until January or later.

In summary, our recommendation generally is to begin 
trapping as soon as your revenue exceeds your cost for bait 
and labor and provides you with a positive cash flow. 

Record Keeping 
A good records system allows the manager to see what is 

going on in the business, to decide what is working and what 
is simply costing too much. 

A good example in crawfish farming involves multiple 
fields within an operation and the decision-making process to 
allocate harvesting and pumping resources among the various 
fields. Review and evaluation of production and financial re-
cords during the year is critical to keep costs as low as possible 
while increasing income.

In 2008, Dr. Kurt Guidry, LSU AgCenter extension 
specialist in agricultural economics, developed a “Crawfish 
Production and Marketing Record-Keeping System” that 
uses Microsoft Excel spreadsheet software. Then after a few 
years of the software being used by a few producers, Guidry 
updated it based on feedback from producers. 

The record-keeping system allows users to track harvest 
levels, sales and revenue, and costs throughout the produc-
tion year. The user simply enters information as he or she 
goes through the year, and the record system automatically 
develops summary information on costs and returns for the 
operation. The costs and returns can be tracked either for the 
user’s entire operation or can be modified to track information 
for each of the user’s fields/ponds. 

This record-keeping system is free and only requires that 
the user has Microsoft Excel. It can be downloaded from:

http://www.lsuagcenter.com/en/crops_livestock/aquacul-
ture/crawfish/Economics+Markets++Marketing/Crawfish-
Production-and-Marketing-Record-Keeping-System.htm

As an alternative, go to www.LSUAgCenter.com. Under 
“Topics,” click on “Livestock,” then “Aquaculture,” then 
“Crawfish,” then “Economics, Markets & Marketing” and 
finally “Crawfish Production and Marketing Record Keeping 
System.”

Producers who want more information or have ques-
tions about the record-keeping system can contact Guidry 
at kmguidry@agcenter.lsu.edu or 225-578-4567. Producers 
who would like to receive a copy of the record-keeping system 
on CD also can contact Guidry for a copy by mail. 

made from 7/8-inch square mesh wire potentially can help 
increase crawfish size, but you will see very little difference in 
size between 7/8-inch and 3/4-inch mesh traps if your popu-
lation is overcrowded and the crawfish are running small.
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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.

Contributors to this Newsletter
Dr. Greg Lutz, Professor
Aquaculture Research Station
E-mail: glutz@agcenter.lsu.edu
Office: 225-765-2848
Dr. Ray McClain, Professor 
Rice Research Station
E-mail: rmcclain@agcenter.lsu.edu
Office: 337-788-7531
Dr. Robert Romaire, Professor 
Aquaculture Research Station
E-mail: rromaire@agcenter.lsu.edu
Office: 225-765-2848
Mark Shirley, Southwest Area Specialist    
(Aquaculture and Coastal Resources)
Vermilion Parish Extension Office
E-mail: mshirley@agcenter.lsu.edu
Office: 337-898-4335

Aquaculture Research Station
LSU AgCenter
128 Knapp Hall
Baton Rouge, LA 70803

Visit our website:

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

Crawfish Web Pages
The LSU AgCenter’s website at www.LSUAgCenter.com 

has a tremendous amount of useful information on a vari-
ety of agricultural, natural resource, food and health, family 
and home, and youth topics. For those of you who may not 
be aware, we also have a crawfish section of that site, which 
we understand is one of the most frequently visited pages 
on the AgCenter’s website. The crawfish web pages can be 
accessed at: www.LSUAgCenter.com/en/crops_livestock/
aquaculture/crawfish

You also can reach our pages by going to the www.
LSUAgCenter.com home page and looking under “Topics” 
and then clicking “Livestock,” then “Aquaculture” and then 
“Crawfish.” 

We have information on just about all facets of crawfish 
production and the crawfish industry. If there is a need for 
information you cannot find on the crawfish pages, or if you 
have other recommendations to improve the crawfish web 
pages, please contact us with your suggestions (glutz@agcen-
ter.lsu.edu). 

Next Newsletter 
The January/February issue of Crawfish News will 

be available in January 2013. In that newsletter, we will 
discuss baits and trapping strategies and how this season’s 
projected national and regional weather patterns (tem-
perature and rainfall) might influence this season’s farm-
raised and wild crawfish crops.

If there are topics you would like to see covered in 
future newsletters, feel to contact any of us (Mark, Ray, 
Greg or Robert) at the phone numbers or emails listed on 
this newsletter with your suggestions.


