NORTHERN SNAKEHEAD
[Channa argus Cantor]

Fig. 1 “UGAT354060

Problem: The northern snakehead (Channa argus) is

a freshwater fish that is native to parts of China, Rus-

sia, South Korea, and North Korea (Fig. 1, Fig. 2, & Fig.
3)!%34 Northern snakeheads are predators that have the
potential to cause major environmental disturbance in areas
that they have been introduced.>® Post-larva individuals
eat plankton, juveniles feed on small crustaceans and fish
larvae, and adults feed on fish, amphibians, insects, and
crustaceans.'” Fifteen different fish species have been ob-
served in the stomach contents of adult snakehead from the
Potomac River.* This fish was found in a lake that connects
to the Delaware River in Philadelphia County, Pennsylva-
nia in 2004.?

Identification: Northern snakeheads are long and cylindri-
cal fish that can exceed 85 cm in length.*3* They have
dark blotchy patches on their sides and saddle-like patches
on top."*#> They have long dorsal and anal fins. '*4> The
head is tapered with a large mouth containing canine-like
teeth (Fig. 2). '**° The caudal fin is slightly truncated. 3

Signs and Symptoms: Most northern snakehead detec-
tions have been reported in the US from fishermen catching
the fish and reporting them to authorities.> This species

can live in slow-moving streams, canals, rivers, ponds, and
lakes.!>**3 Any northern snakeheads that are caught should
be killed and frozen until a fish taxonomist can confirm the
identification.?
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Similar Species: There are two fish species that could be
confused with northern snakehead, bowfin (4dmia calva)
and burbot (Lota lota).** Bowfin (Fig. 4) can be distin-
guished most readily by its short anal fin. Bowfin lack
scales on the head, have a lower jaw that is shorter than
the upper, a rounded caudal fin, and in the case of males
and juveniles there is a black spot with a yellow or orange
boarder at the base of the tail.>® Burbot does not occur in
the Delaware River, but can be easily distinguished from
northern snakehead by a solitary barbel (whisker) on their
chin which the northern snakehead lacks. Burbot also have
two dorsal fins as opposed to one.”
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