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Commercial Fishery Disaster Declaration Due to Invasive Species 
 

Date:  March 4, 2024      Position:  Favorable 
To:  House Rules Committee     From:       Allison Colden 

                                                                                                                     MD Executive Director  
 
Chesapeake Bay Foundation (CBF) SUPPORTS HJ 6 which expresses the support of the Maryland General 
Assembly for a federal fisheries disaster declaration and encourages further efforts to obtain federal 
assistance to address impacts to commercial fisheries by invasive species. 

Blue catfish were first introduced in the 1970s in Virginia to develop a recreational fishery. Since their 
introduction, these highly invasive fish have rapidly expanded their range into nearly every Chesapeake Bay 
tributary. This expansion is especially troublesome as blue catfish are voracious generalist predators that 
feed on native species such as menhaden, striped bass, eel, shad, river herring, and blue crabs. In areas 
where blue catfish have become established, they make up approximately 75% of the total fish weight of all 
fish inhabiting the river. The adverse effects of blue catfish on Maryland’s seafood industry and the 
Chesapeake Bay ecosystem could be catastrophic. 
 
Similar impacts have been noted for northern snakeheads, another invasive fish species first documented in 
a pond in Crofton in 2002. Since the discovery of snakeheads in Maryland, they have spread throughout 
tidal freshwater areas of the state (see attachment). A study of the fish community in Blackwater National 
Wildlife Refuge before and after establishment of snakeheads found that 17 out of 21 species declined in 
abundance between 30-97% after snakeheads became prevalent. 
 
In March 2023, Gov. Moore filed a petition with the U.S. Department of Commerce for the declaration of a 
federal fisheries disaster due to the impact of these invasive species. This process, administered by the 
National Marine Fisheries Service, provides financial assistance to commercial fishermen who have been 
negatively impacted by the decline of a fishery. Unfortunately, Gov. Moore’s petition was denied.  
 
Current challenges to successfully managing these invasive fishes in Maryland include lack of market 
demand for wild-caught catfish, insufficient processing infrastructure, barriers to processing due to 
duplicative seafood inspection requirements and consumer buy-in. Each of these challenges could be 
improved by the increased federal investment supported and encouraged by HJ 6. 
 
CBF urges the Committee’s FAVORABLE report on HJ 6. 
 
For more information, please contact Matt Stegman, Maryland Staff Attorney, at mstegman@cbf.org. 
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