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Nature Notes
Rupert Evershed’s monthly diary of the natural world

Born and bred in St Albans, Rupert has enjoyed observ-
ing and recording local wildlife for over 30 years.  Drawing 
inspiration and insight from the sights and sounds that ac-
company the seasons throughout the year, he invites you to 
tune in to the often overlooked natural world all around us.

Twitter @rupertevershed  Blog: www.notingnature.wordpress.com

Aquatic invaders in our rivers and streams
If  you have young children and 

holiday on the English coast 
this summer you may well 
find yourself  spending a 
happy afternoon crabbing.  
Squeals of  delight are sure to 

accompany each crab that is 
successfully pulled out and carefully 
lowered into a bucket for 
examination.

It was then with equal delight that 
I discovered that you don’t have to 
wait for a trip to the coast to go 
crabbing with the kids but that our 
home town of  St Albans offers its 
very own form of  crabbing:  
crayfishing!

Crayfish are like mini lobsters 
with oversized pincer claws that 
can, like crabs, give a nasty nip.  
They live in the muddy and murky 
waters of  the slower flowing  
reaches of  the River Ver, often 
hiding away in holes under rocks or 
in the bank. 

At this time of  year they can often 
be seen moving slowly across the 
river-bed as it flows alongside the 
Lake in Verulamium Park. If  you 
watch them for a while you will 
usually be able to establish quite 
quickly who’s boss as the largest 
male crayfish is quick to chase off  
any smaller intruders to his 
personal space.

Using the same kit as you would 
for crabbing – bacon, string and a 
bucket – they can be pulled out and 
examined closely but watch out for 
those pincers!  If, like me, you are 
partial to a foraged dish or two you 
may decide to take the crayfish 
home and cook them up for lunch.  
In doing so you could well be doing 
nature a favour for our local 
crayfish is an invasive species – the 
signal crayfish – that has driven out 
its smaller native cousin the 
white-clawed crayfish.

Originating in North America the 
signal crayfish is a great escape 
artist able to scale vertical walls and 
cross land.

It is no surprise therefore that 
some were able to escape the 
booming crayfish farms of  the 1980s 
and into the local rivers where they 
proved themselves more aggressive 
and virulent than the native species. 
Not only that but they brought with 
them the ‘crayfish plague’ to which 
they themselves were immune but 
which decimated the native 
population of  white-clawed crayfish 
such that by 2004 the native species 
was declared extinct in 
Hertfordshire.

Now the white-clawed crayfish is 
confined to a few protected sites 
across the UK and Hertfordshire has 

been home to the first programme 
looking to release native crayfish 
bred in captivity back into the wild.

Such is their vulnerability that 
only those licensed by the 
government agency Natural 
England can handle them.  The 
signal crayfish on the other hand 
has a big black mark by its name 
and joins the list of  government-
monitored invasive species that 
potentially threaten our UK 
environment and its existing flora 
and fauna.

This list contains such infamous 
names as Japanese knotweed, giant 
hogweed and Asian hornet all of  
which regularly make it into the 
news for their direct threat to 
human beings.

The signal crayfish itself  poses no 
direct threat to human beings and 
raises the debate about exactly how 
we should respond to ‘invasive 
species’.

Should we, as has been the trend, 
fight to save our native species and 
eradicate the invader or should we 
look to embrace the new comer and 
view such changes (even at the cost 
of  some native species) as part and 
parcel of  wider environmental 
changes that are happening all 
around us all the time?

After all, we have learnt to live 

with and even love 
our resident 
populations of  little owls 
and collared doves, both 
originally non-native species.

One of  the concerns is that the 
signal crayfish is simply the tip of  
an ice-berg and waiting in the wings 
is a long a line of  even more 
aggressive and virulent aquatic 
invaders!  Red swamp crayfish, 
virile crayfish and white river 
crayfish have all been recorded not 
too far from St Albans and the fear 
is that they may be followed by the 
ultimate crayfish invader: the 
marbled crayfish.

Popular with aquarium lovers, this 
parthenogenetic crayfish requires 

only one individual to 
establish a population and 

is able to reproduce at high 
rates sending shivers down 

the spine of  anyone concerned 
about our nation’s 

‘biosecurity’.
So it may well be that by enjoying 

a locally caught crayfish dish or two 
you may well be helping to stem the 
invasion of  signal crayfish.  This in 
turn may help keep the door open 
for a return of  our native species.

 ■ But please don’t ‘fish blind’ and 
take the time to familiarize yourself 
with the key identifying www.
nonnativespecies.org/index.
cfm?sectionid=47 

 ■ A signal crayfish 
found in the River 
Ver Pictures: 
RUPERT EVERSHED


