
 
 

Virile crayfish 
Orconectes virilis 
 
What has a tough exoskeleton, 20 legs and can be found in the Chicago River?  The answer is the virile 
crayfish, otherwise known as the northern crayfish. 
 
While this little crustacean may seem to be an unusual part of the ecology of the Chicago River, virile 
crayfish are native to the Great Lakes region south to Texas. They live in rivers, lakes, ponds and streams 
that do not freeze solid and need rocks and vegetation to hide from predators. 
 
Virile crayfish have brown to reddish brown bodies, are between 10-12 cm long and have a variety of leg 
types. Their front most legs are the two chelipeds, or large claws. They are a bluish color and males 
typically have larger claws than females. After the claws there are four pairs of jointed legs known as 
pereiopeds which are used for walking, gathering food, and to hold the reproductive organs of virile 
crayfish. Next are five pairs of special legs used for swimming known as swimmerets or pleopods.  
 
As an animal with so many legs should, virile crayfish use them to ward off predators which include fish, 
herons, minks and turtles. To escape, they will tuck their legs under their body and shoot through the water 
backwards like a rocket. They also wield their claws to defend themselves. Friends’ education coordinator 
Joni Marin discovered one during a field trip this spring. “We caught one in the river and put it in a tray of 
water to show the students but he escaped. When I tried to get it back to the water it waved and snapped its 
claws feverishly,” she exclaimed. “So I held out a stick, it grabbed to it with a claw and I gently placed him 
back in the water.” 
 
Unfortunately, the virile crayfish population in our region has been dwindling mostly due to displacement 
by the invasive rusty crayfish (Orconectes rusticus). The aggressive rusty crayfish scares virile crayfish from 
their hiding places, making them easier for predators to catch. They also eat vegetation used by virile 
crayfish as hiding places. Native to the areas of Ohio and Tennessee, rusty crayfish arrived in our region 
when anglers used them as bait. 
 
Conversely, on the East and West coasts, the virile crayfish is considered an “invasive species of concern.”  
In California it competes with the shasta crayfish. Because the shasta lays 10-70 eggs after four years and the 
virile lays up to 450 eggs after one year the virile reproduces much faster. As Marin reminds, “It shows us 
that invasion is a situational concern. One person’s invadee is another’s invader.”   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  


