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NEWS RELEASE 4 February 2013

Signal Crayfish found in the River Eden system

The North American signal crayfish has been discovered for the first time in the River
Eden system in Cumbria. This is extremely bad news for the endangered native
white-clawed crayfish whose best stronghold in Britain is in the Eden Valley.

White-clawed crayfish are an endangered species and the River Eden is of such
importance for these lobster-like creatures that it is designated as a Site of Special
Scientific Interest by the UK Government and a Special Area of Conservation by the
European Union to protect them.

The main threat to our native crayfish is the non-native North American signal
crayfish, which is larger, out-competes and even eats our native crayfish. Most
worryingly of all they carry a fungal disease called crayfish plague, which is deadly to
our native crayfish.

Up until now, the Eden had been surrounded by populations of the non-native signal
crayfish, but had remained the largest river system in Britain supporting healthy
native crayfish populations and no non-native crayfish or crayfish plague.

Following a report of dead crayfish washed out of a beck in flooding, a signal crayfish
population has been discovered in a small tributary of the River Eden in north
Cumbria. It appears likely that this particular population of signal crayfish has existed
for many years. The two species are not currently overlapping in their distributions in
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the River Eden system, but if they did occur together it is likely that the signal crayfish
would eradicate the native crayfish.

It is not yet known if the signal crayfish population carries crayfish plague, but the
disease is easily spread in water and mud, so all precautions should be taken by river
users. To prevent further spread of the signal crayfish and crayfish plague it is
essential that river users take biosecurity precautions when moving between rivers.
River users are being asked to Check Clean and Dry all their equipment thoroughly
before using it on another water body. For more info on crayfish and crayfish plague
see:
http://www.environment-
agency.gov.uk/homeandleisure/recreation/fishing/38045.aspx

The Environment Agency, Natural England and Eden Rivers Trust will be working
together to discover how far the population has spread.  Ponds in the area will also
be checked and the situation will be monitored.

Eradication of the signal crayfish population is extremely difficult to achieve. Using
chemicals in rivers to kill crayfish also kills all other river wildlife. Trapping tends to
mainly catch large crayfish and will not catch all individuals present. In some cases
trapping large crayfish can actually help to increase the population because large
crayfish eat a lot of the smaller ones and so removing large crayfish lets more young
crayfish survive.

All crayfish trapping requires a licence from the Environment Agency. There is also a
considerable amount of legislation in place to protect the white-clawed crayfish. A
series of licenses are needed for working with white-clawed and non-native crayfish.

The signal crayfish is much larger than the native white-clawed crayfish and reaches a
maximum size of 16-18 cm. Its claws have red undersides with a small turquoise-
white blotch on the upper surface at the claw hinge.  It is native to western North
America and was first introduced to this country in 1976 to be farmed for food.  It
escaped through water courses and across land, and then spread rapidly across
Britain throughout the 1970s and 1980s.   Dispersal has also been aided by human
transfer and release of individuals, although this is now illegal.

Signal crayfish have become well established in England and Wales, especially in the
south-east of England.  They are also present just over the border in Scotland.

Signal crayfish are driving native crayfish towards extinction through competition for
resources and crayfish plague.  They grow faster, reproduce more rapidly, are more
aggressive and are tolerant of a wider range of conditions than the white-clawed
crayfish, and therefore out-compete the native species. They feed on fish and
amphibian eggs, tadpoles, juvenile fish, aquatic invertebrates, detritus and aquatic
vegetation and so reduce populations of native species and affect food webs.
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Severe damage to waterways occurs where signal crayfish populations exist.  They
tunnel extensively into banks and tunnels can be up to 2 m deep with many inter-
connecting tunnels that weaken the bank.  This can contribute to problems of
erosion, livestock safety, flooding and the stability of structures built on the banks.

Signal crayfish have been shown to negatively affect fish populations by eating fish
eggs and competing with fish for places to hide.  Increased silt due to erosion can
blanket the river bed and the gravels where fish spawn.

It is important for the ecology of our rivers that non-native species of crayfish like
the signal crayfish are not spread accidentally or deliberately.  Under the Wildlife &
Countryside Act 1981 it is illegal to release (or allow to escape) any non-native
crayfish into the wild.  It is possible that this population may precede this legislation
and the Environment Agency is currently investigating the possible source.  In other
parts of the country non-native crayfish have spread by escaping from fish farms,
accidental introductions with fish stocking, introductions to ornamental ponds,
discarding of aquarium specimens or deliberate release.

Remember – Check, Clean, Dry!

Jeremy Westgarth, Environment Manager at the Environment Agency, said, “We are
so lucky to have such a fantastic environment on our doorstep in Cumbria.  However
the spread of signal crayfish presents a significant threat to our rivers and the native
crayfish in them.  It’s vital that everyone does everything they can to prevent further
spread.”

Simon Humphries, Area Manager, Natural England, said, ”Non-natives species are
one of the biggest threats to our freshwater environment. The River Eden is such a
special river and so important for so many species that we must do all we can to halt
the spread of plants and animals that threaten this special place.”

Simon Johnson, Director of Eden Rivers Trust, said, “The spread of signal crayfish to
the Eden system is the worst possible news. This most unwelcome of visitors
presents a significant risk to our precious and unique natural heritage. However, the
population is contained to one small area of the catchment and we must do all we
can to keep it that way. I would encourage all those who come into contact with the
river to adopt the Check, Clean, Dry approach to support our efforts to stop the
spread of all invasive species within entire Eden catchment”.

ENDS
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North American signal crayfish © Crown Copyright 2009.  GB Non-Native Species
Secretariat

White-clawed crayfish, photos Eden Rivers Trust
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Native white-clawed crayfish Photo © Linda Pitkin/2020VISION

Notes to Editors

Eden Rivers Trust

1. Eden Rivers Trust is a charity dedicated to conserving the beautiful River Eden in
Cumbria and its hundred of miles of tributaries.

2. It was set up in 1996 and has completed over 200 projects to improve the condition
of the river for its wildlife and for people to enjoy.

3. The River Eden is a Site of Special Scientific Interest and is classed by Europe as a
Special Area of Conservation.

4. The Trust has been working with more than 200 farms to help them manage their
land in the most environmentally-friendly way for the river.

5. To protect the Eden from erosion and pollution fences have been installed along
more than 90 miles of the river and in excess of 20,000 trees have been planted. This
has not reduced access for people but it has stopped animals trampling the river
banks and polluting the water.

6. In the last five years staff from the Trust have met more than 10,000 people, half of
them school children from 50 different schools.
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7. Annual surveys use electronic devices in the water which momentarily stun the fish,
allowing experts to assess their numbers and whether the population is improving.
This is carried out at hundreds of sites and allows the Trust to identify any problems.

8. The Trust relies on fund raising and grants to carry out this vital work.  It needs
sponsorship and donations from individuals and businesses.  People can donate,
become a Friend of Eden Rivers Trust or volunteer.

9. Contact details for the Trust are Eden Rivers Trust, Dunmail Building, Newton Rigg
College, Penrith, Cumbria CA11 0AH, tel:  01768 866788 or email:
office@edenriverstrust.org.

10. Further information on Eden Rivers Trust is available at www.edenriverstrust.org.uk.

Environment Agency

The Environment Agency is a Public Body responsible to the Secretary of State for
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs and a Welsh Government Sponsored Body
responsible to the Minister for Environment and Sustainable Development.

Our principal aims are to protect and improve the environment, and to promote
sustainable development.  We play a central role in delivering the environmental
priorities of central government and the Welsh Government through our functions
and roles.

For media enquiries please contact the press office on 01925 542621
Out of hours please call 0777 6497255 and ask for the duty press officer
www.environment-agency.gov.uk  Follow us on Twitter @EnvAgencyNW

For the latest information:

The latest flood warnings, updated every 15 minutes, can be found at:
http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk/homeandleisure/floods/31618.aspx

The latest three day flood forecast can be found at: http://www.environment-
agency.gov.uk/homeandleisure/floods/3days/125305.aspx

Social media updates are available from the Environment Agency’s regional Twitter
account, https://twitter.com/EnvAgencyNW and Facebook Page,
http://www.facebook.com/environmentagency.

People can also sign up to flood alerts via the FloodAlerts Facebook App:
http://www.facebook.com/FloodAlerts

Natural England
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Natural England is the Government’s independent adviser on the natural
environment. Established in 2006 our work is focused on enhancing England’s
wildlife and landscapes and maximising the benefits they bring to the public.

 We establish and care for England’s main wildlife and geological sites,
ensuring that over 4,000 National Nature Reserves and Sites of Special
Scientific Interest are looked after and improved.

 We work to ensure that England’s landscapes are effectively protected,
designating England’s National Parks and Areas of Outstanding Natural
Beauty, and advising widely on their conservation.

 On behalf of Defra we run Environmental Stewardship and other green
farming schemes that deliver over £400 million a year to farmers and land
managers, enabling them to enhance the natural environment across two
thirds of England’s farmland.

 We fund, manage, and provide scientific expertise for hundreds of
conservation projects each year, improving the prospects for thousands of
England’s species and habitats.

 We promote access to the wider countryside, helping establish National
Trails and coastal trails and ensuring that the public can enjoy and benefit
from them.


