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White-Clawed Crayfish  
Austropotamobius pallipes 

Species Action Plan 
 
1. Introduction 
The white-clawed crayfish is the only species of crayfish native to the British 
Isles, where it occurs in the greatest concentrations anywhere in the world. The 
UK supports approximately 24% of the world population and it is a priority UK 
BAP species. 
 
The white-clawed crayfish has suffered serious population decline both in the 
British Isles and throughout its global range as a result of crayfish plague, the 
introduction of non-native crayfish species, pollution and habitat destruction.  
 
2. Current Status 
2.1 Ecology and habitat requirements 
White-clawed crayfish are found in a range of freshwater habitats including 
canals, lakes, rivers, streams, quarries and reservoirs. They tend to be found in 
areas of mineral rich waters with calcareous substrate. They are largely found in 
watercourses which are 1.5m deep or less, although they can be found in deeper 
waters (Holdich, 2003). 
 
White-clawed crayfish occupy cryptic habitats under rocks, within woody debris, 
within tree roots and within algae and macrophytes. They also burrow into 
riverbanks and can be found under overhanging banks. Crayfish emerge from 
these refuges to forage for food, principally at night. They are omnivorous, 
feeding on detritus, invertebrates, carrion, macrophytes and algae (Holdich, 
2003). 
 
Studies carried out throughout Britain show that there is little genetic variability 
between populations and the British sub-species (Austropotamobius p. pallipes) 
is closely related to the French populations (Holdich 2003). 
 
2.2 Population and distribution   
Its natural range is restricted to Europe, occurring east to west from Slovenia, 
Italy, Switzerland and Austria, to Spain, France and the British Isles. Isolated 
populations also occur in Germany and Portugal (Holdich, 2003). 
 
White-clawed crayfish were once widespread throughout much of Britain and 
Ireland but since the 1980’s many of Britain’s crayfish populations have been 
eliminated as a result of crayfish plague, a disease carried by Pacifastacus 
leniusculus American signal crayfish, as well as through the continued 
destruction of their habitat, mainly as a result of land drainage works. Populations 
are now largely confined to isolated pockets in North and Central England, 
including parts of Worcestershire.  
 
White-clawed crayfish occur in several sub-catchments in Worcestershire, 
including in the headwaters of Malvern streams, the River Arrow and tributaries, 
the Wyre Forest and the Badsey Brook. These isolated populations make up a 
significant proportion of the national population. 
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Figure 1. Records for white-clawed crayfish in Worc estershire to 2007.  Records pre-
1979 are shown blue, 1980-1999 shown green and 2000 -2001 shown red.  Data provided 
by Worcestershire Biological Records Centre. 
 
2.3 Legislation and site designation 
This species is listed in Appendix III of the Bern Convention and Annexes II and 
V of the EC Habitats Directive. It is classed as Globally Threatened by 
IUCN/WCMC. It is protected under Schedule 5 of the Wildlife and Countryside 
Act in respect of taking from the wild and sale.  Natural England enforces this 
legislation by requiring a Crayfish Conservation Licence to be sought for any 
activity that has the potential to detrimentally impact crayfish. Under the Habitats 
Directive sites should be designated as Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) for 
their protection. There are several rivers that have been designated as SACs for 
the presence of crayfish, although none of these occur in Worcestershire. There 
are several watercourses in the county which are designated Special Wildlife 
Sites, in part due to the presence of native crayfish. 
 
It is an offence to use any species of crayfish for angling bait as well as being an 
offence to fish for any species of crayfish without a licence under Environment 
Agency bylaws.  
 
2.4 Summary of important sites 
Given the fragile status of white-clawed crayfish in Britain and throughout Europe, 
all known native crayfish populations are considered important for the long term 
survival of the species. In Worcestershire populations are known to occur in a 
number of Teme tributaries, the Wyre Forest, Malvern Hills headwaters, the River 
Arrow and its tributaries and the Badsey Brook. 
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3. Current Factors Affecting the Species 
· White clawed crayfish populations have suffered through a prolonged 

period of habitat degradation, as a result of dredging, straightening and 
bankside reinforcement.  

 
· A reduction in water quality in the past through discharges to 

watercourses and as a result of diffuse pollution from agriculture have also 
lead to a reduction in the quality of habitat for crayfish. However in recent 
years water quality in our rivers and streams has improved significantly as 
a result of better regulation and tighter controls over discharges to 
watercourses.  

 
· Degradation of rivers and streams has largely halted and in many areas 

habitat improvements are evident. As a result of this historic degradation 
the remaining populations have been largely confined to those rivers and 
streams that have not been intensively modified or polluted. Interestingly 
several previously unknown populations of white-clawed crayfish have 
been discovered in recent years in Worcestershire. Some of these 
watercourses have been routinely monitored for many years without any 
previous signs of crayfish. Whether the re-emergence is an indication of 
the recovery of very low density populations as a result of habitat and 
water quality improvements is unknown. 

 
· Arguably the most significant threat to white-clawed crayfish is that of the 

introduced non-native crayfish species, particularly the American signal 
crayfish, and the disease Aphanomyces astaci crayfish plague. Signal 
crayfish (and other introduced species) are more aggressive, faster 
growing and predate native crayfish. As a result they will ultimately 
displace white-clawed crayfish, irrespective of the presence of crayfish 
plague. Signal crayfish carry crayfish plague without any harm to 
themselves, but when they come into contact with white-clawed crayfish 
the disease will rapidly wide out the native species. 

 
· There are also various natural predators of crayfish including several fish 

species, lutra lutra otter, Mustela vison mink and even Arvicola terrestris 
water vole. In healthy river systems where crayfish exist at normal levels 
predation will not have a significant impact upon populations. However 
where populations are already in decline predation may be enough to 
have a significant impact. 

 
· Water quantity is also a crucial criteria affecting the viability of the crayfish, 

with over abstraction or prolonged drought having the potential to 
decimate populations. 

 
4. Current Action 
4.1 Local Protection 
The majority of rivers and streams known to contain white-clawed crayfish are 
designated Special Wildlife Sites, in part due to the presence of crayfish. 
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4.2 Site management and programmes of action  
· The Environment Agency takes the requirements of white-clawed crayfish 

into account in its capital and maintenance works and when carrying out 
its regulatory function of issuing consents.  For example any works on 
watercourses that may affect white-clawed crayfish will only be consented 
if it can be demonstrated that the work will result in an improvement to 
crayfish habitat. 

 
· Many types of work to watercourses affecting white-clawed crayfish 

require a Crayfish Conservation Licence from Natural England. Licences 
will only be granted for work resulting in habitat enhancement. 

 
· Through the Asset Management Process (AMP) the Environment Agency 

has been working with Water Treatment Providers to ensure that the 
quality of discharge to watercourses is sufficient to safeguard the 
associated flora and fauna. Where white-clawed crayfish are known to be 
present their requirements are taken account of in determining the 
appropriate discharge rate. 

 
· The Environment Agency will not permit trapping for Signal crayfish where 

there is a potential that white-clawed crayfish will be affected. 
 

· The Worcestershire Wildlife Trust and the Environment Agency work with 
local planning authorities to ensure that planning applications which have 
the potential to impact upon crayfish are modified such that they do not 
harm crayfish populations. 
 

4.3 Survey, research and monitoring 
· The Environment Agency and Worcestershire Wildlife Trust surveyed all 

historically known white-clawed crayfish watercourses to determine 
current population extent in 2000-2002. Additional surveys have been 
carried out since, but there is a need for a comprehensive update in the 
county. 

 
· The Life in UK Rivers venture, involving English Nature, Countryside 

Council for Wales, Environment Agency, Scottish Environment Protection 
Agency, Scottish Natural Heritage and the Scotland and Northern Ireland 
Forum for Environmental Research, published Ecology of the White 
Clawed Crayfish (Holdich, D) as part of the Conserving Natura 2000 
Rivers Ecology series. 

 
· Guidance on Works Affecting White Clawed Crayfish (Peay, 2000) and 

Guidance on Habitat for White Clawed Crayfish (2002) were prepared for 
the Environment Agency and English Nature. 
 

5. Associated plans 
Rivers and Streams, Ponds and Lakes, Canals. 
 
6. Vision Statement 
All known white-clawed crayfish populations being safe and secure and 
populations expanding to colonise all suitable rivers and streams. 
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7. Targets  
 
Target Type 

 
Target Text 

Baseline 
value 

 
Target Value 

Target 
Timescale 

Range Ensure appropriate management of watercourse and riparian habitat for all 
known white-clawed crayfish sites and upstream and downstream of known 
population extent 

0 sites 10 sites 2017 

 
8. Actions  
Action Code  Action 

Category  
Action Text Location  Complete 

Action By 
Lead 
Organisation  

Supporting 
Organisations 

WRC WCC CA 01 2.1 Use sites to demonstrate best-practice 
management. 

Wyre Forest 2017 NE WWT, EA 

WRC WCC CA 02 2.15 Organise one training day event for landowners. Wyre Forest 2009 WWT NE, EA 
WRC WCC CP 01 3.6 Produce 5 media releases to publicise impact of 

non-native crayfish species. 
Worcestershire 2017 EA WWT, NE 

WRC WCC CP 02 3.10 Produce 5 media releases to publicise the 
protected status of white-clawed crayfish. 

Worcestershire 2017 EA WWT, NE 

WRC WCC FR 01 4.11 With WWT, help to coordinate and secure 
funding for a project to survey upstream and 
downstream of known sites for a distance of at 
least 1km in each direction, or until crayfish 
cease to be found, to identify new/extended 
populations, habitat quality and 
threats/opportunities. Collate existing advice and 
guidelines to produce site management plans for 
each known white-clawed crayfish population in 
conjunction with adjacent site managers. Identify 
any opportunities for habitat creation and 
restoration adjacent to existing populations. 

Worcestershire 2012 EA WWT, NE 
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WRC WCC FR 02 4.11 With EA, help to coordinate and secure funding 
for a project to survey upstream and 
downstream of known sites for a distance of at 
least 1km in each direction, or until crayfish 
cease to be found, to identify new/extended 
populations, habitat quality and 
threats/opportunities. Collate existing advice and 
guidelines to produce site management plans for 
each known white-clawed crayfish population in 
conjunction with adjacent site managers. Identify 
any opportunities for habitat creation and 
restoration adjacent to existing populations. 

Worcestershire 2012 WWT EA, NE 

WRC WCC FR 03 4.1 Encourage uptake of ES agreements on riparian 
land adjacent to existing white-clawed crayfish 
populations. 

Worcestershire 2017 WWT FWAG, NE, EA 

WRC WCC FI 01 5.1 Encourage NE to focus funding on all known 
white-clawed crayfish sites to achieve 
favourable site management. 

Worcestershire 2009 WWT EA 

WRC WCC HC 01 7.4 Use development control process to ensure 
development enhances white-clawed crayfish 
populations and habitat wherever appropriate. 

Wyre Forest 
District 

2017 WFDC WWT, NE 

WRC WCC HC 02 7.4 Use development control process to ensure 
development enhances white-clawed crayfish 
populations and habitat wherever appropriate. 

Malvern Hills 
District 

2017 MHDC WWT, NE 

WRC WCC HC 03 7.4 Use development control process to ensure 
development enhances white-clawed crayfish 
populations and habitat wherever appropriate. 

Bromsgrove 
District 

2017 BDC WWT, NE 

WRC WCC HC 04 7.4 Use development control process to ensure 
development enhances white-clawed crayfish 
populations and habitat wherever appropriate. 

Redditch 
District 

2017 RBC WWT, NE 

WRC WCC HC 05 7.4 Use development control process to ensure 
development enhances white-clawed crayfish 
populations and habitat wherever appropriate. 

Wychavon 
District 

2017 WDC WWT, NE 
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WRC WCC ID 01 8.5 Establish county inventory of white-clawed 
crayfish sites and populations to be held at 
Worcestershire Biological Records Centre. 

Worcestershire 2010 EA WBRC 

WRC WCC PL 01 9.4 Ensure flood management projects, including 
the requirements of the Severn catchment flood 
management plan, do not adversely impact on 
white-clawed crayfish sites or populations. 

Worcestershire 2017 EA WWT, NE 

WRC WCC PL 02 9.17 Ensure the Severn River Basin Management 
Plan contains measures that protect and 
enhance white-clawed crayfish sites and 
populations. 

Worcestershire 2009 EA WWT, NE 

WRC WCC PL 03 9.18 Ensure that EA consents protect white-clawed 
crayfish sites and populations. 

Worcestershire 2017 EA WWT, NE 

WRC WCC SP 01 11.3 Designate all watercourses with white-clawed 
crayfish populations as SWSs. 

Worcestershire 2009 WWT EA, NE 

WRC WCC SM 01 12.11 Ensure all necessary bio-security measures are 
in place and undertaken when surveying, 
managing sites, training etc to avoid spread of 
non-native species and crayfish plague. 

Worcestershire 2009 EA WWT, NE 

WRC WCC SM 03 12.13 Prepare action plan for use when species 
discovered in additional sites. 

Worcestershire 2010 EA WWT, NE 
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WWT – Worcestershire Wildlife Trust  NE – Natural England   RBC – Redditch Borough Council 
FWAG – Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group EA – Environment Agency  MHDC – Malvern Hills District Council 
WFDC – Wyre Forest District Council  BDC – Bromsgrove District Council   
WDC – Wychavon District Council    WBRC – Worcestershire Biological Records Centre 
 


