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Area 4 fisheries biologist Garret Kratina with a pair of Flathead Catfish caught in 2020.  
 
The Area 4 Fisheries Management Office initiated a Catfish study of the North Branch Susquehanna 
River in the summer of 2014. In 2014, 2015, and 2016 a different reach of the river was sampled during 
summer months. The objectives of these surveys were to 1) collect baseline abundance and species 
composition data on the river’s catfish populations; 2) contrast catfish populations between different 
river reaches; and 3) to monitor the invasion of Flathead Catfish in the river system. These surveys 
revealed an abundant Channel Catfish population and the first documentation of Flathead Catfish in the 
North Branch Susquehanna River.  

https://pfbc.pa.gov/images/reports/2014bio/4x10_06nbrsusq.pdf
https://pfbc.pa.gov/images/reports/2015bio/4x10_28nBrSusq.pdf
https://pfbc.pa.gov/images/reports/2016bio/4x08_29nbrsusq.pdf
https://www.fishandboat.com/Fish/PennsylvaniaFishes/Pages/FlatheadCatfish.aspx
https://www.fishandboat.com/Fish/PennsylvaniaFishes/Pages/ChannelCatfish.aspx


2 
 

Sampling in 2020 took place between October 5 and October 22 and was conducted in the 
Shickshinny/Union (Luzerne County) area and upriver at West Falls (Wyoming County). The objective of 
this 2020 survey was to further monitor expansion of Flathead Catfish range and to compare catfish 
species abundance sampled from the same locations in 2014 and 2020. Eight baited tandem hoop nets 
were set at past sampling locations: two at Shickshinny, two at Union PFBC access, and 4 at the PFBC 
West Falls access. The nets were checked daily with fishing time or set time totaling 558.37 hours. 

The 2020 survey captured 190 Channel Catfish and 20 Flathead Catfish.  Channel Catfish ranged from 15 
to 29 inches in total length and the majority (76%) exceeded 20 inches (Figure 1). Flathead Catfish 
captured in 2020 ranged from 22 to 33 inches in total length with the heaviest weighing 18.1 pounds 
(Figure 2).  

 
Area 4 fisheries biologist Garret Kratina with a nice Channel Catfish caught in 2020.  

For Channel Catfish, the 2020 catch was less than the 2014 catch, however, the abundance of large 
individuals in the catch remained similar. This may reflect variation in year-class strength, differences in 
physical habitat, or the high abundance of small-sized Channel Catfish collected during the 2014 survey. 
This data should be interpreted cautiously as the sampling time-of-year and water temperatures varied 
between survey years. Regardless, the 2020 survey demonstrated that the Shickshinny and West Falls 
areas of the North Branch Susquehanna River support an attractive Channel Catfish population as was 
the case in 2014. 
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For Flathead Catfish, the 2020 catch was like the 2014 catch, however, the abundance of large 
individuals in the catch increased. Flathead Catfish age data also suggests that older individuals (> 5 
years old) are now becoming more frequently encountered. These trends observed in the Flathead 
Catfish population may represent sustained establishment, and increased duration of occupancy in 
these river sections.  Since sampling time-of-year and water temperatures varied between survey years, 
comparative data should be interpreted cautiously. Nevertheless, the 2020 catch results suggest that 
larger and older Flathead Catfish are being encountered, and their presence has now been documented 
approximately 20 miles further upstream (West Falls - river mile 82.96) than documented in 2014. 

Due to the highly predatory nature of non-native Flathead Catfish, future catfish surveys on the North 
Branch Susquehanna River will monitor the upriver expansion of this species and their effects on the 
river’s Channel Catfish and other resident fish populations.  Such impacts have been documented 
following introduction of Flathead Catfish at other US locations outside of Pennsylvania in the scientific 
literature.  

 

 

 
Figure 1.  Length-frequency distribution for Channel Catfish captured at 8 sites during the 2014 and 

2020 surveys of the North Branch Susquehanna River. 
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Figure 2.  Length-frequency distribution for Flathead Catfish captured at 8 sites during the 2014 and 

2020 surveys of the North Branch Susquehanna River. 
 
 
 

Garret Kratina 
Area 4 Fisheries Biologist 


