
Wild, Delicious, 
and Nutritious!

What is Chesapeake blue catfish?

Chesapeake blue catfish is a wild-caught, nonnative fish in 
the Chesapeake Bay. Blue catfish (Ictalurus furcatus) were 
introduced to Virginia’s James and Rappahannock rivers in 
the 1970s for recreational fishing. They have since spread 
throughout the Bay’s major rivers. Blue catfish are considered 
an invasive fish in the Chesapeake Bay because they spread 
quickly, are abundant, and prey on many valuable commercial 
and recreational species.1 Though this fish is invasive, it is de-
licious and nutritious. If you catch a catfish, you will know it 
is a blue catfish if it is smooth-skinned with a slate blue body, 
has a forked tail, and has a long, straight-margined fin behind 
its stomach.1

Increased harvesting and marketing efforts are underway to 
lower blue catfish numbers in Chesapeake Bay rivers. The 
commercial fishery harvests millions of pounds of blue catfish 
each year. The Maryland Department of Agriculture (MDA) 
started a Certified Local Farm & Fish Program (CLFF) to 
generate sales of blue catfish to state institutions providing 
food services.2 In 2025, the US Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) announced $6 million in grants to help seafood 
processors expand capacity for invasive, wild-caught catfish.3 
Additionally, MDA awarded $1.9 million to food banks for 
the purchase of wild-caught Chesapeake blue catfish filets.4

This fish is mild, clean-tasting, and 
flaky, like striped bass. Unlike farmed 
catfish, which are fed a diet of corn 
and soy feed, Chesapeake blue catfish 
feed on a variety of fish and shellfish, 
including menhaden, American shad, 
rockfish, yellow perch, American eel, 
spot, river herring, blue crabs, clams, and mussels.1

Is it nutritious and safe to eat?

Chesapeake blue catfish filets are 
high in protein and low in fat and 
cholesterol, with more healthy 
fats (75% unsaturated) than 
unhealthy fats (25% saturated). 
Most importantly, they provide 
an abundance of healthy omega-3 
fatty acids (270 mg per serving).1 

Filets from commercial sup-
pliers are routinely inspected by 
the USDA. Like other fish, blue 
catfish can accumulate toxins. If 
catching your own fish, consid-
er the water quality in the areas 
you fish and check the Maryland 
Department of the Environment’s 
(MDE) fish consumption advi-
sories. MDE also recommends 
gutting all fish and removing the 
belly flap, skin, and dark meat before eating.
Chemical contaminant levels, such as mercury and polychlo-

rinated biphenyls (PCBs), increase with fish size. Research 
shows mercury levels from Chesapeake blue catfish measuring 
15–36 inches are below the FDA/EPA safety threshold of 1 
ppm.5,6 Even in fish up to 41 inches, concentrations of PCBs 
in filets remained below the 2 ppm safety limit.6,7

Where can you buy or eat Chesapeake 
blue catfish?

This fish is available at many local seafood markets and 
regional grocery stores. If you do not see it at the seafood 
counter, just ask. Many stores can source it upon request! 
Maryland’s Best has also compiled a list of blue catfish recipes, 
retail locations, and restaurants serving wild-caught Chesa-
peake blue catfish.8, 9, 10 

How can we reduce blue catfish in 
Maryland waters?

How does Chesapeake blue catfish taste?

Blue Catfish
Chesapeake 

© 2024 Mary
lan

d Departm
ent of N

atu
ral 

Reso
urces

1

https://mde.maryland.gov/programs/marylander/fishandshellfish/pages/fishconsumptionadvisory.aspx
https://mde.maryland.gov/programs/marylander/fishandshellfish/pages/fishconsumptionadvisory.aspx
https://marylandsbest.maryland.gov/
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Catfish Cake (top). Photo, Madeleine 
Jepsen/Maryland Sea Grant; Blue Catfish 
Tacos. Photo, Logan Bilbrough/University 
of Maryland Sea Grant Extension

Blue catfish caught in the Potomac River. 
Photo, Madeleine Jepsen/Maryland Sea 
Grant

Smoked Blue Catfish Dip (top) and 
Curried Catfish. Photos, courtesy of 
Maryland Department of Agriculture
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