BIGHEAD CARP

AN INVASIVE FISH RESHAPING
LIFE IN THE MISSOURI RIVER

A Bighead Carp swimming in an aquarium.

WHERE THEY LIVE

Bighead Carp ended up in the wild by accident,
and they're now common throughout the
Missouri River Basin. They favor slow-moving
or still water, though they'll move into faster,
more turbulent stretches to spawn.

REPRODUCTION

Bighead Carp reach maturity between two and
three years old. A single female can lay
anywhere from 500,000 to 1.5 million eggs a
year. They need big rivers with turbulence to
spawn, and flooding appears to be their main
cue. Eggs drift with the current for about two
days before hatching.
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IDENTIFICATION

Length: usually 1 to 2 feet, occasionally up to 4
feet

Weight: usually 12 to 15 pounds, occasionally
up to 80 pounds

Lifespan: around 5 years, sometimes up to 10

WHAT TO LOOK FOR

Bighead Carp are big, silvery-grey fish with
dark blotches down their sides and a white
belly. In the Missouri River's muddy water,
those blotches often fade or disappear, and the
lower lip stays white.

Like their cousin the Silver Carp, their eyes sit
low on the head and point downward, while
the mouth points up. The easiest way to tell the
two apart is the keel, the ridge that runs along
the belly: on a Bighead Carp it only runs from
the anal fin to the pelvic fins, while on a Silver
Carp it runs all the way up to the head. Bighead
and Silver Carp interbreed often, so it's not

unusual to come across a fish showing traits of
both.

DIET

Bighead Carp are planktivores, or eaters of
plankton. They eat both zooplankton and algae.
They compete with native planktivors.
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WHY THEY'RE A PROBLEM HERE

Bighead Carp are native to China. They arrived in the U.S. in 1973 to help control excess plankton in fish
hatcheries, and were also stocked at places like sewage treatment facilities for the same purpose. It didn't
take long for them to escape into open rivers, where they've thrived ever since.

The trouble is what they eat. Bighead Carp compete directly with native fish like Paddlefish and Gizzard
Shad for plankton, and since plankton sits at the base of the food web, that competition ripples out to
affect the whole river. As Bighead Carp filter out the larger plankton, what's left behind skews toward
smaller plankton that's less useful to native species, and can even encourage the kind of algae blooms that
cause trouble for fish and people alike.

One easy way to tell them apart from Silver Carp on the water: Silver Carp are famous for leaping several
feet into the air when startled by boat motors. Bighead Carp don't do that. They stay put.
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