NUISANCE AND PROHIBITED SPECIES - Blue and Flathead Catfish

What is being considered?

The Department is considering prohibiting the live possession of invasive blue catfish and
flathead catfish. Blue catfish and flathead catfish can potentially cause significant negative
impacts on native and naturalized fish species via predation, resource competition, and
displacement. It is illegal to move blue and flathead catfish from one “waterbody” to another.
“Waterbody” is defined by a HUC-6 designation. Because HUC-6 designations are not easily
understood by the general public or law enforcement, allowing for the live possession of these
catfishes has made enforcement of this prohibition challenging. In line with the

Department’s Aquatic Nuisance Species Management Plan, the general prohibition on the
possession of live blue and flathead catfish will reduce the possibility of these fish being illegally
introduced to water bodies around the State.

The Department has already prohibited the live possession of other invasive fish, such as the
northern snakehead. For northern snakeheads, anglers may immediately release a live fish back
to the water from which it was caught but may not retain a live snakehead in their possession.
Prohibiting the possession of live blue catfish and flathead catfish will standardize the possession
rules for the three invasive fishes managed by the Department, making it easier for law
enforcement to enforce the rules and the general public to comply with them.

An exception for live possession of blue catfish and flathead catfish would be made for
commercial licensees, fish processors, transporters, and facilities exhibiting these species. Many
commercial licensees have developed live markets for blue catfish and flathead catfish. These
fish are generally sold to wholesale fish processors who transport live catfish to facilities where
the fish are processed for food or other beneficial uses. Commercial licensees and licensed
seafood dealers would be exempt from the live possession prohibition. Individuals intending to
transport live blue catfish or flathead catfish throughout the state to release the fish to fee fishing
ponds in their home states would need to have a bill of sale or bill of lading to establish the
provenance of the fish in their possession. Facilities which exhibit these species, such as Bass
Pro Shops or zoos, may likewise be required to obtain a permit to hold blue catfish or flathead
catfish in exhibition tanks.

Why is this change necessary?

Current rules allowing the live possession of blue catfish and flathead catfish have made
enforcing the prohibition on introduction difficult. This has resulted in the increased potential for
the illegal introductions of these fish, which has been documented. The Department is
responsible for reducing the impacts of these invasive fishes by regulating the transportation and
introduction of them in the state. The Department believes the only way to curb illegal
introductions effectively is to prohibit live possession of these fish.

Who will this affect?

Recreational anglers, fee fishing pond owners, and facilities that offer live viewing tanks with
blue catfish or flathead catfish.

When would this be effective?


https://dnr.maryland.gov/invasives/documents/maryland_aquatic_nuisance_species_plan.pdf

The Department projects that this change could be effective in the winter of 2023-2024.
However, the exact date cannot be determined. The Department will follow our normal proposal
procedures if this concept moves forward.

Has this change been discussed with stakeholders?
No.



