
Aquatic Invasive Species Quick Guide 

Rusty Crayfish (Orconectes rusticus Girard) 

Description: The rusty crayfish is a large crayfish of the family Cambaridae. 

Adults can reach six inches in length, including the claws. Most of the body is tan 

to light brown, but each side of the carapace has a rusty brown spot. Claws are 

large and typically have brightly colored tips above dark bands. Rusty crayfish 

are omnivores, feeding primarily on aquatic plants, snails, and other small  

invertebrates. They can commonly be found hiding under rocks, logs, and other 

debris. Rusty crayfish typically live 3-4 years. 

Dispersal Vectors:  Rusty crayfish are native to the Ohio River Basin, and were 

likely transported to the Midwest United States as bait by fishermen. Rusty crayfish 

quickly colonize lakes and streams by producing several hundred eggs per female 

each season. Eggs are protected under the female’s tail until they hatch. 

Rusty crayfish are mostly light 

brown, with bright claw tips.  

Each side of the carapace has 

a rusty brown spot. 

North American Distribution: Rusty crayfish are most abundant in the western 

Great Lakes states, but have been documented from Minnesota and Iowa  

eastward to Maine, and in northern New Mexico. 

Ecological Impacts: Rusty crayfish are larger and more aggressive than most  

native crayfish, and are able to outcompete native species for food and habitat. 

Rusty crayfish consume large amounts of aquatic invertebrates, small fish, fish 

eggs, tadpoles, native crayfish, plants, and other aquatic life. They can hasten 

spread of Eurasian watermilfoil and other aggressive plants by cutting the stems, 

which then take root elsewhere. 

Control Options: Manual trapping is effective for rusty crayfish. Always follow local trapping regulations. 

Modification of size limits of predator fish species can be effective. Walleye,  

smallmouth bass, largemouth bass, and yellow perch will consume young rusties. 

This strategy combined with trapping of large adults can reduce rusty crayfish  

populations. 

An effective, safe pesticide for rusty crayfish has not been found. Although  

crayfish-selective pesticides exist, they are also harmful to native crayfish species. 

An effective biological control agent has not been found. A parasite called  

Microphallus infects rusty crayfish (and other crayfish species), and is currently 

being researched. Lakes with abundant rusty crayfish are often found to have 

no Microphallus present.  
Eggs and newly hatched young are held 

under the female’s tail for protection. 
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