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red	bluff’s	redclaw	lobster	
by	casey	elston

Serge Birk leans over a tank 
crawling with dozens of 

the crustaceans known as Aus-
tralian redclaw crayfish. The 
critters see his wavering image 
through the water; they rear 
up, antennae and claws erect 
and ready for action. The rear 
legs of these eight-legged crit-
ters tap dance to a rapid beat. 
The crayfish are beautiful, 
belligerent—and delicious. 
“Buying these is just like 
buying a live lobster in New 
England. They’re succulent as 
lobster,” Birk says.

Birk is the owner of Red-
claw Lobster, in Red Bluff, 
the only business in Califor-
nia licensed to produce Aus-
tralian redclaw crayfish. He makes clear that these critters are 
much different from, and superior to, the smallish crawdads 
that come to mind for most Californians. In fact, the meat is 
marketed as Australian lobster in the land down under, which 
inspired the Redclaw Lobster company name.

sustainable aquaculture
Redclaw Lobster was founded in 2002, when Birk purchased 
two and a half acres off Highway 36, near Highway 99, with 
a couple of old buildings on them. The dilapidated farmhouse 
came down, and the breeding facility went up. “I told my wife 
I thought it would take a couple of months [to clean up the 
property],” Birk said. “It took about four years.”

Today, the operation consists of a laboratory/hatchery, a 
greenhouse, and some huge tanks in the open on the property 
grounds. The company’s new 2,400 square foot laboratory/
hatchery, which was completed just last summer, contains 
dozens of smaller aquariums and tanks. This building utilizes 
design to maintain moderate temperatures year round with-
out air conditioning. A dehumidifier fan and walls painted 
with epoxy paint keep the environment mold-free. Birk’s op-
eration is diversified. In addition to the tasty crustaceans, Birk 

raises tropical fish to supplement 
income as the crayfish business 
matures, and thousands of angel 
fish swim in aquariums adjacent 
to the crayfish tanks.

Birk and his assistant, Kirk 
Douglas, keep detailed records 
of the breeding process of both 
the tropical fish and the red-
claws. Raising the crayfish to 
adulthood is not easy. They can 
eat their own eggs and young. 
Expectant females are therefore 
isolated in small tanks, where 
the eggs hatch. The very young 
crayfish are also isolated. Right 
now in the hatchery, one tank 
houses scores of six week old 
gray, ghostlike creatures, grown 
to about an inch to an inch and 

a half, with tiny pincers that resemble T. Rex arms. Another 
tank is home to the animals ready for harvest. These blue 
beauties are six to nine months old, have grown to a length 
of about ten inches, and weigh up to one-third of a pound. 
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Once the young can fend for themselves, and until they are 
four to five days from harvest, they grow in the greenhouse 
tanks.

The 6,000 square foot greenhouse shelters huge, vat-like 
tanks holding 3,000 gallons of water and thousands of the 
critters Birk raises. All sizes of redclaw hide safely among the 
dense foliage in these tanks. The greenhouse allows winter 
control of the water temperature and contains the operation’s 
water-filtering tank in the middle. The water Birk uses is 
filtered through constant recycling in a closed system. Out-
side, one of the huge tanks holds aquatic plants growing in 
the nutrient-rich tea filtered from the greenhouse tanks (“You 
should see my tomatoes,” Birk says. “They’re watered with this 
tea.”).

The laboratory/hatchery, the greenhouse, and the out-
side tanks are both cause and evidence of Birk’s sustainable 
practice. “We’ve developed a patentable rearing process,” Birk 
explains. “It’s sustainable, it’s safe, healthy both for the lobster 
and for consumers.” A fish biologist, Birk has spent his profes-
sional life working on habitat development and restoration 
both overseas and on the Klamath, Trinity, and Sacramento 
Rivers. He comments on the connection between his “day 
job,” as he calls it, and Redclaw Lobster.

“My passion is the genesis of life: how do you get life to 
grow? what conditions—of temperature and water quality and 
available feed—favor growth?” He noted that he has seen hab-
itat destroyed in the Delta by pollution and the introduction 
of non-native, invasive species. Redclaw Lobster’s strategies 
control for both. “I’m interested in creating and maintaining 
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the optimal conditions for growth,” Birk says. 
Birk takes pride in breeding a first-rate, genetically diverse 

stock ready for market. The other key part to a sustainable 
operation, he says, is developing that market for fresh, live 
product.

His initial production strategy emphasizes a seasonal 
market. The company will ultimately have mature animals 
that can be harvested all year long, but this year Birk will 
focus from Thanksgiving through Chinese New Year, when he 
will have thousands of ¼ pound to 1 pound crayfish avail-
able. Most interest in Redclaw’s crayfish now comes from 
high-end Japanese sushi restaurants and Chinese restaurants 
in the Sacramento area. The crustaceans were also featured in 
an Australian-themed dinner at Julia’s Kitchen, the restaurant 
named for Julia Child and located at Copia, the American 
Center for Wine, Food and Arts in Napa, California.

Closer to home, Birk introduced Red Bluffians to the 
delicious taste when he offered a cooking class featuring the 
lobsters at California Kitchen & Company, on Main Street 
in Red Bluff. The class demonstrated two ways of serving the 
crayfish, in a traditional New Orleans-type low-country boil, 
complete with crayfish, potatoes, corn and seasoning, and in 
crayfish scampi. Birk described the scampi technique, “We 
split the crayfish down the middle, put butter and lots of 
garlic in the cut, and broiled them.” 

More introductions to the public are in the works. In the 
latter part of this year, Birk intends to open his company’s 
doors. He envisions Redclaw Lobster as a popular location for 
special occasions such as school field trips, where students can 

have fun and learn at the 
same time. A large, current-
ly empty swimming pool 
measuring twenty by forty 
feet will be suitable to dis-
play koi. The entire site is 
perfect for families to stop, 
enjoy watching both fish 
and crustaceans, marvel at 
the turquoise blue crayfish 
Birk has bred—and per-
haps buy a pound or two of 
prime Redclaw lobster for 
dinner. 1

Redclaw Lobster
11861 Parey Ave.
Red Bluff, CA 96080
530.527.2901
sergebirk@starband.net


