
There are three large catfish species in Iowa. Channel Catfish are one of the most widely distributed fishes in Iowa and 
are abundant in nearly every lake and moderate sized stream. Flathead Catfish are primarily a “big water” species found 
commonly in Iowa’s border rivers, large interior streams, and occasionally in some lakes. Blue Catfish are another big water 
species that have always been relatively uncommon in Iowa, occurring at very low densities primarily in the Missouri River 
and the lower sections of its larger tributaries and occasionally in the Mississippi River below Lock and Dam 19 at Keokuk.

Below is a key to identify these three species. Remember, body color of catfishes varies widely depending on things like 
sex, maturity, and the micro habitat where the individual spends its time so color should not be used exclusively to identify 
catfishes. For example, spawning male Channel Catfish are often dark blue and can be confused with Blue Catfish if 
identification is based solely on color.”

IDENTIFICATION OF

FLATHEAD

Weights of over 100 
pounds reported

Lower jaw extends 
beyond upper jaw

Color often mottled brown/black & pale yellow

no forked tail (square)

Anal fin shorter with less than 30 
supporting rays with round edge

Color often brownish-yellow with white belly, 
juveniles have black or brown spots, spawning 
males may be dark blue in color

Lower jaw even with upper jaw

Weights rarely over 
30 pounds recorded

Anal fin shorter with less than 30 
supporting rays with round edge

Forked tail

CHANNEL

Weights of more than
100 pounds reported

Anal fin longer with 30-35 
supporting rays with flat edge

Forked tail

Color often pale blue, although white, 
dark blue & black not uncommon

Lower jaw even with upper jaw.
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