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Abstract 

This is the first record of the spiny-cheek crayfish, Orconectes limosus (Rafinesque, 1817), introduced into the Iberian Peninsula. Sixteen 
individuals of this crayfish species were detected in the Muga River, near to the Boadella Reservoir (Catalonia, NE Iberian Peninsula) on 
October 9, 2010. This reservoir is only 14 km away from France, where the spiny-cheek crayfish was introduced during the 20th century. 
The presence of this non-native crayfish is a pressure on the conservation of native crayfish populations of this area and a problem for the 
whole aquatic ecosystem. 
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Introduction 

The spiny-cheek crayfish, Orconectes limosus 
(Rafinesque, 1817) [Crustacea: Decapoda: Cam-
baridae], is a crayfish native of North America, 
widely distributed on the Atlantic watersheds. 
The spiny-cheek crayfish was the first non-native 
crayfish to be intentionally introduced into 
Europe from the United States (Hamr 2002; 
Holdich 2002). After its first European 
introduction into Germany in 1890, secondary 
introductions were made, and nowadays it is 
widely present in many European countries, from 
England to Hungary and from France to 
Lithuania (Hamr 2002; Holdich and Black 2007; 
Holdich et al. 2009). However, until now, the 
species had not been detected in the Iberian 
Peninsula (García-Berthou et al. 2007; Holdich 
and Black 2007; Adams et al. 2010). The 
presence of this invasive species might be a 
further problem to the native white-clawed 
crayfish (Austropotamobius italicus), because the 
spiny-cheek crayfish may live in a wide range of 
habitats and acts as a vector of crayfish plague 
(Aphanomyces astaci), like other North 
American crayfish (Souty-Grosset et al. 2006). 

Material and methods 

During a nocturnal survey with flashlights to 
detect individuals of white-clawed crayfish in 
the Muga River (Catalonia, NE Iberian 
Peninsula) on October 9th 2010, 16 individuals 
of spiny-cheek crayfish were detected along a 
150 m river stretch (Figure 1). The location of 
these individuals was the connection between 
River Muga and Boadella Reservoir (Figure 2). 
Some of these individuals were captured and 
fixed with alcohol. The mustelid faeces around 
this site were full of crayfish remains. Some of 
these faeces were also collected. Unfortunately, 
after this survey the level of reservoir went up 
quickly due to a strong rain. For this reason, it 
was not possible to conduct a second survey to 
study the population with more details. 

Results and discussion 

The spiny-cheek crayfish individuals detected in 
Muga River had varying lengths with a 
maximum of 9 cm from the end of the rostrum to 
the end of the telson. The fact that the mustelid 
faeces around this site were full of crayfish 
remains   might   indicate  a  high  abundance  of 
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Figure 1. Orconectes limosus specimen from the Muga River (Iberian Peninsula) collected on 9 October 2010. Photographs by 
Lluís Benejam. 

 

Figure 2. Map of the study area with a circle showing the site location of Orconectes limosus in the Muga River basin,              
near to the Boadella Reservoir (42º20'N, 2º49'E). The main towns and other rivers in the vicinity are also shown. 
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spiny-cheek crayfish in this area. Therefore, it is 
possible that this species was introduced in this 
point some years ago and they have been 
reproducing resulting in their current abundance. 

Unfortunately, this is not the only non-native 
species in this area. The red swamp crayfish 
(Procambarus clarkii) is also present in Boadella 
Reservoir at least since the 1990s (Benejam and 
Saura-Mas 2010). The fish assemblage of 
Boadella Reservoir, and the inflowing rivers, is 
mainly composed of non-native species 
(Benejam et al. 2005; Carol et al. 2006). Because 
of a high frequency of anglers and due to its 
proximity to the French border, the Boadella 
Reservoir, together with Lake Banyoles (Clavero 
and García-Berthou 2006), are among the most 
important geographical entryways of freshwater 
alien species to the Iberian Peninsula. In this 
reservoir, there are at least eight non-native fish 
species (some of them native to France) and it 
has been one of the first localities of introduction 
for other species still not widespread in the 
Iberian Peninsula, such as the common bream 
Abramis brama (Linnaeus, 1758), perch Perca 
fluviatilis (Linnaeus, 1758), roach Rutilus rutilus 
(Linnaeus, 1758), pikeperch Sander lucioperca 
(Linnaeus, 1758), or rudd Scardinius 
erythrophthalmus (Linnaeus, 1758) (Benejam et 
al. 2005; Carol et al. 2006).  

Some headwater streams that flow into 
Boadella Reservoir have very important popu-
lations of the native white-clawed crayfish. This 
is important due to its good conservation status, 
compared to the precarious status of other 
populations of this species around the Iberian 
Peninsula, and to its high variability and genetic 
specificities (Benejam and Saura-Mas 2010; 
Pedraza-Lara et al. 2010). So, the new presence 
of the spiny-cheek crayfish is another pressure 
on the conservation of native crayfish 
populations of this area and a problem for the 
whole aquatic ecosystem. This non-native 
species has been shown to have had an adverse 
impact on many native crayfish populations in 
Europe (Holdich et al. 2009). Prevention 
measures should therefore be taken to avoid the 
spread of Orconectes limosus to the Iberian 
Peninsula since it could negatively affect the 
conservation of native species such as the white-
clawed crayfish, that is currently threatened in 
many Iberian Peninsula localities. 
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