FISH

Channel Catfish

The channel catfish (lctalurus punctatus) is one of the most popular game fish.  This catfish regularly reaches 5 pounds in size, and occasionally larger.  The Arizona inland waters record is 31 pounds 10 oz.  Channel catfish are native to most drainages east of the Continental Divide, but not in Arizona.  They have been introduced to most drainages in Arizona as a sport and food fish.

HABITAT NEEDS

Water:  The channel cat does best in highly fertile waters and will tolerate moderately muddy water.  For best growth and activity, a water temperature between 70 and 85o F. is best.  Feeding and growth rates area reduced at temperatures below 70o F.  Waters having a salinity under 5,000 ppm and a pH between 6.0 and 9.5 are best.

This catfish normally spawns in the spring when the daytime water temperature is between 70o and 80o F., probably in May or June.  The female lays up to 3000 eggs per pound of body weight.  The eggs hatch in 5 to 10 days at temperatures between 70-85o F.

Food:  The channel catfish is omniverous.  About 50% of its diet is plant material.  The remaining 50% consists of animal material (crayfish, tadpoles, worms, etc.) either alive or dead.  Highly fertile waters produce sufficient food for normal catfish populations.  They can also be fed a prepared pelleted food, either as a supplement or as a full diet.

STOCKING

Proper stocking of channel cat with fathead minnows normally produces good fishing within one to two years.  Several stocking techniques can be used with good results.

Brood fish.  Stock the pond with a dozen brood fish per acre in the late winter.  They will then spawn in the spring.

Fingerling.  Fingerlings should be stocked at 50 to 100 per surface acre depending on the fertility of the pond.  The fingerling will normally begin to spawn the second or third spring, after stocking.

Spawning:  Channel catfish will not spawn reliably without a spawning device.  A ten gallon milk can or other 10 to 30 gallon can will work.  When using a 120 pound grease can (approximately 14” diameter, 28” length), remove lid, clean well, cut a 10” hold in the center of the lid, leaving a 2” lip all around and replace the lid.  Place the can in the pond, on its side, level in 3 to 4 feet of water, facing away from or parallel to the bank, and tie to a tee fence post as an anchor and marker (see Figures 1 and 2).  Install two or three cans per acre and space at 20 feet or more along bank.

Stocking of channel catfish with bass.  When stocking catfish and bass together, channel catfish should be allowed to spawn prior to stocking of bass (See Arizona Animal Guide – Largemouth Bass).  After the stocking of bass over channel catfish, the catfish will not successfully reproduce again.  Cats must be restocked on a put-and-take basis as six-inch or larger fish.

Stocking with forage fish.  Fathead minnows should be stocked at a rate of about 1000 per surface acre.  They should be stocked as early in the spring as possible and allowed to spawn (See Arizona Biology Technical Note 18 – Fish Bait for Arizona).

Should there not be sufficient time to allow the spawn of these forage fish, they should be stocked at a rate of several thousand per surface acre prior to the stocking of catfish.

Stocking of channel cats with other fish is not generally advised.  When stocked with bullhead catfish, bluegills or other sunfish, these other fish normally over-populate causing numerous very small unusable fish.  It is felt that mosquito fish eat catfish young, and may prohibit a successful catfish spawn.

RELATED ITEMS

Fishing should not be done until the catfish have spawned.  In mid to late summer pull a small seine through the water to see if small catfish (1-2”) can be found.  For best results, carefully return the brood fish to the pond for two years.

Over population is common after each spawn.  Remove the spawning devices and store.  Remove smaller fish until growth rate exceeds one inch per month during the summer months.  Start eating the catfish as soon as they reach a useable size (over 8”).

Under population.  Eventually the catch rate will fall below your liking.  Reinstall spawning devices and permit another spawn.

New pond treatment.  Fertilize with about 25 pounds of commercial 16-20-0 fertilizer per acre applied on a floating 4’ x 4’ sheet of plywood.  This should be done two to three times at two week intervals or until the water turns green and algae reduces visibility in the water to about 20 inches.

