TEXAS PARKS & WILDLIFE

SNAKEHEAD ALERT
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Northern snakehead (Channa argus).

INTRODUCTION:  Snakeheads include a family of fishes (Channidae) with about 28 species native to eastern and southern Asia and central Africa.  Some species have been introduced outside their native ranges, including releases in the U.S.  Currently they include the genera Channa (Asia) and Parachanna (Africa), but in the past some species have been placed in Ophicephalus.  Snakeheads breathe with both gills and a lung-like accessory breathing organ and, in fact, will drown if they cannot reach the surface to breathe.  Adults build floating nests to incubate buoyant eggs.  They possess large, sharp teeth and are aggressive predators.  Some have been known to attack people when defending nests and one species has reportedly been responsible for human fatalities.  Snakeheads are extremely hardy and tenacious.  Some species may survive out of water for days, hibernate in winter, aestivate during summer droughts, and can travel over land.  They have been reported to consume or destroy other fishes in waters they invade, then move to new feeding areas.  

Where legal, several species have been imported for sale in the pet trade in the U.S.  The ability to survive for days in fish markets made them a popular food fish in their native waters.  Recently, sale for human consumption in American markets has become a new reason for importation and distribution.  Finding one species in Houston fish markets in August 2001 and subsequent reports of field collections in Maryland, North Carolina, and Florida in 2002 resulted in nationwide concern about snakehead introductions.  

[image: image2.jpg]


LEGAL RESTRICTIONS:  Because snakeheads posed a significant ecolog-

ical threat if released and established in U.S. waters, they were prohibited as  

harmful exotic fishes in Texas decades ago; possession, sale, culture, and trans- 

portation are illegal here.  A number of other states also prohibit snakeheads, 

but there have been no federal restrictions on their importation or sale.  With 

the discovery of snakeheads released in U.S. waters in mid-2002, additional 

states have moved to ban them and federal regulations are being considered

as well.

DESCRIPTION:  All snakeheads are elongate and torpedo-shaped with long 

dorsal and  anal fins.  They have rounded caudal fins.  Most have pelvic fins

 located near their heads, but several species lack pelvic fins entirely.  Some 

mature at only about 6" long, but others exceed 4 '.  They have scaly heads 

and some have enlarged scales on top of the head that resemble those on a

snake.  Snakeheads have tube-shaped nostrils.  Coloration varies dramatically 
 Northern snakehead (Channa argus)  juvenile below.  between species and ages.  It may range from bright reds to natural tans, 
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 and grays, and can include patterns of stripes or blotches.  Some

have an ocellus  (eyespot) at the base of their caudal fin; others do not.
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      Bullseye snakehead (Channa marulius) – established in Florida

   Giant snakehead (Channa micropeltes); adult above










   and juvenile below – reported to have killed people.


Northern snakehead (Channa argus) reaches about 3 ' and 15 lbs.  It is native to China and Siberia, but has been introduced into the Aral Sea region and Europe.  It is among the most cold-tolerant species and may pose the greatest threat to the U.S. of any snakehead.   Coloration includes variable blotches of gray and black (or grayish-brown).  This is the snakehead most often encountered in the Asian food-fish trade in the U.S., but is occasionally sold in the pet trade as well.  A reproducing population has been found in Maryland, it has been captured in Florida and North Carolina, and was discovered in Texas fish markets.   
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Giant snakehead (Channa micropeltes) has been among the most popular 

species sold in the pet trade (as red or red-stripe snakehead).  Young have 

attractive red and black longitudinal bands.  Adults are primarily dark gray 

or black with lighter highlights.  Giant snakehead reaches about 3 ' and 44 lbs.

It is particularly aggressive and has been known to attack (and reportedly kill) 

humans while defending its nest.  It has been found at isolated sites in the U.S., 

but is not established here.  

Bullseye snakehead (Channa marulius) was found to be reproducing in 

southern Florida in 2001.  This species may exceed 4 ' in length; some 


Blotched snakehead (Channa maculata).
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sources indicate sizes to 5 ' and 60 lbs in areas of its native range.  It has 

some of the largest teeth of any snakehead.  It is not especially cold tolerant, 



so is not likely to invade Texas or other states.

Blotched snakehead (Channa maculata) was introduced in Hawaii in the 

1800s (usually reported as chevron snakehead C. striata).  It may reach about 

3 ' in length and may have color patterns somewhat similar to northern snake-

head.  This species can appear with northern snakehead in the Asian food-fish 

trade.  Chevron snakehead has reportedly been more widely introduced 

throughout the Indo-Pacific than any other species, but there has been 

confusion between it and blotched snakehead.   



       Eyespot snakehead (Channa pleurophthalma).

Other snakehead species appear occasionally in the pet trade.  Splendid 

snakehead (C. lucius = polylepis) has been found in Texas pet stores.  Brightly-colored species like eyespot snakehead (C. pleurophthalma) and others are sometimes sold as well.
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SIMILAR SPECIES:  
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Bowfin (Amia calva): This native fish is similar in appearance to snakeheads, but has a short anal fin, pelvic fins positioned at mid-body, no scales on the head, and bony plates between the jaw bones (absent in snakeheads).  Males have an ocellus at the base of their caudal fin.  It has tubular nostrils.

Pike cichlids (Crenicichla spp. and Batrachops spp.):  Pike cichlids (and several other cichlids) sold in pet stores might also be confused with snakeheads.  All have short anal fins and spines are present in both the dorsal and anal fins (absent in snakeheads).  None are restricted in Texas at this time.

          Northern snakehead (Channa argus)


MERISTIC COUNTS:  Figures in this guide are diagrammatic.  Actual fin ray and scale counts are:











Dorsal
Anal
 Lateral
Species


 rays
rays
line scales
Northern snakehead
49-50
31-32
   66-67


Giant (red) snakehead
42-47
25-28
  82-110

Bullseye snakehead
45-55
23-26
   56-70

Blotched snakehead
43-46
26-30
   55-56

Bowfin


42-53
    9
   62-70      


Bowfin (Amia calva) – adult male

CURRENT STATUS IN TEXAS:  No snakeheads 

have ever been confirmed from public waters in Texas.

All records from the state are of captive specimens that 

were illegally imported.  Any snakeheads captured or 

observed anywhere in Texas should be immediately 

reported to Texas Parks and Wildlife Department.  

Specimens taken in the field should NEVER be released alive.

        Spot-faced pike cichlid (Crenicichla lenticulata)

Text and figures prepared by Robert G. Howells, Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, Heart of the Hills Research Station, Ingram, Texas 78025; August 2002.  
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anal fin long





scales on head





 pelvic fins near head





no scales





pelvic fins at mid-body





anal fin short








