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Abstract: A population of catfish presumptively identified as channel catfish ( lctalurus 

punctatus) found in Lake Maurepas in southeast Louisiana matures at a small size and 

early age ( < l 70 mm TL and <2 years) compared to other populations in southern 

Louisiana (>500 mm TL and 3 to 4 years). In addition, these catfish have a protracted 

spawning period. The peak spawning time coincides with cultured channel catfish, but a 

percentage of the population spawns throughout the summer months. These fish are 

harvested at a small size and support an important but contentious commercial fishery. 

The small size and early age at sexual maturity have raised several questions: are these 

channel catfish, a distinct subspecies, or a hybrid between channel catfish and another 

ictalurid? These reproductive characteristics would prove useful for research, especially 

if the taxonomic uncertainty could be resolved. In this study, we differentiated these 

catfish by fin shape and external coloration from all other ictalurids present in Lake 

Maurepas except for channel catfish and blue catfish ( lctalurus furcatus). Blue catfish 

were differentiated by the absence of spots, anal fin shape and anal fin ray count. 

Genome size (cellular DNA content) determined for Lake Maurepas catfish in this 

study (2.11 .:t::: 0.0 I pg; N = 36) agreed with values for the Kansas strain of channel cat­

fish (2. l I ± 0.0 l pg; N � 15 ). Staining of chromosomes to determine the location ( chro­

mosome pair) of the nucleolar organizing region (NOR) revealed that the NOR for Lake 

Maurepas catfish did not differ from that of channel catfish. In addition, NOR for hy­

brids of Lake Maurepas catfish x blue catfish were located on hcteromorphic chromo­

somes. A segment of an irnmunoglobin gene was sequenced from channel catfish, Lake 

Maurepas catfish, blue catfish, and black bullhead (lctalurus me/as). The nucleotide se­

quences for channel catfish and Lake Maurepas catfish were identical, while differences 
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were found among the other catfishes. These data indicate the existence of a distinct 

population of channel catfish in Lake Maurepas that possesses traits useful for research. 
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Genetic improvement of fish stocks benefits greatly from controlled spawning 
of individuals to produce progeny for evaluation. Long generation times and large 

sizes have hampered application of these techniques to commercially important 
species such as channel catfish (lctalurus punctatus) which typically require 3 to 4 

years to reach sexual maturity at a weight of l .5 to 2 kg. There is a unique catfish 

population in southeastern Louisiana that may avoid these problems and serve as a 
research model for channel catfish. Lake Maurepas (northwest of New Orleans), con­

tains a population of catfish that reaches sexual maturity as early as age I (second 

summer of growth) and at sizes as small as l 70 mm total length (TL) (McElroy et al.

1990). This population has been presumptively classified as channel catfish. although 
they can be differentiated from channel catfish of other Louisiana waters by discrim­

inate analysis of morphological measurements (Lutz et al. l 987). The unique repro­

ductive characteristics of these catfish, combined with the measurable morphological 

differences have spawned debate as to whether they are a distinct subspecies or a hy­

brid between channel catfish and another ictalurid. 

Hypotheses regarding the genetic constitution of this population can be sepa­

rated into taxonomic or genetic groups. Taxonomic hypotheses are based on the pos­

sibility that the Lake Maurepas catfish are not channel catfish, or are inter-specific 

hybrids, and therefore would have a: l) chromosome number; 2) genome size 

(amount of DNA per cell), or 3) meristic profile different from that expected for 

channe] catfish (e.g., Lake Maurepas catfish could be hybrids between channel cat­

fish and another ictalurid, such as the black bullhead (Arneiurus melas)). Genetic hy­
potheses include divergence from normal channel catfish such that the Lake Mau­

repas catfish are: 4) aneuploid, or 5) polyploid. The objectives of this study were to: 

1) compare meristics and external morphology for ictalurid catfishes common to

Lake Maurepas; 2) compare genome size of Lake Maurepas catfish to a cultured

strain of channel catfish and to a population of channel catfish from a nearby Jake; 3)
compare karyotypcs from crosses of channel catfish (female) x Lake Maurepas cat­

fish (male) lo the standardized channel catfish karyotype, and 4) compare DNA se­
quence data from Lake Maurepas catfish and other ictalurids. This study was sup­
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