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Asian carp get really big! This particular Bighead carp is about to be studied by USGS scientists

United States Geological Survey

What are carp?

Carp are a family of fish native to Europe and Asia. Cyprinus carpio, the common carp 
(http://www.nps.gov/miss/naturescience/ascarp_common.htm) , has been in the US for over 100 years 
(http://www.nps.gov/miss/naturescience/carphist.htm) . That's long enough that we don't really know what our waters would be like without 
them. The common carp is considered a nuisance fish, but it doesn't seem to be doing too much harm to the lakes and rivers it lives in. The newest carp 
invaders, however, seem to be causing a lot of trouble in the Mississippi and the surrounding waters. These newcomers (collectively named "Asian 
carp") are four separate invasive exotic species (http://www.nps.gov/miss/naturescience/carpexot.htm) ; the bighead carp, the black carp, 
the grass carp, and the silver carp.

These carp were introduced to the U.S. in the 1970's in hope that they would control weed and parasite growth in aquatic farms. A few of these carp 
managed to get into the Mississippi River, and eventually established breeding populations. They are slowly making their way northward up the 
Mississippi River and its tributaries, and have been found as far north as Minnesota.

Why are they a problem?

Asian carp are a problem for a number of reasons. They cause serious damage to the native fish populations in the lakes and rivers that they infest 
because they out-compete other fish (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h_UjXsf3EDs) (video, 1 min) for food and space. Carp are also 
thought to lower water quality, which can kill off sensitive organisms like native freshwater mussels. Asian carp have been known to dominate entire 
streams (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sxSvhtPoKU4) (video, 45 sec), effectively pushing out the native species.

Carp can also cause direct harm to humans. Silver carp are known to jump out of the water at high speeds, which can injure boaters and damage boating 
equipment. So, what does a school of jumping silver carp look like? Check out this documentary: Asian Carp Invasion 
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yS7zkTnQVaM) (video, 7min).

Experts are worried that if these fish get into the Great Lakes, they may negatively affect the area's $7 billion/year fishing industry. By out-competing 
native fish species for food and habitat, carp may reduce the populations of native fish that are so important to fishermen. Even if Asian carp are kept 
out of the Great Lakes, continued spread throughout the Mississippi River watershed could result in them reaching 31 states and 40% of the continental 
United States, spelling disaster for our nation's freshwater ecosystems.
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How do they spread?

There are a number of ways that Asian carp can spread. Asian carp (especially Silver carp) are capable of jumping over barriers, including low dams. 
Flooding can spread these fish as well, because flooding can connect water bodies that aren't normally connected. This makes it possible for fish to 
travel to new areas. Recent floods may have helped the fish spread further. (http://ecocentric.blogs.time.com/2011/06/10/mississippi-
floods-could-spread-the-invasive-asian-carp/) 

Asian carp are also spread by human actions. The release of live bait containing young carp has introduced these fish to numerous water bodies. 
Watercraft that use the Mississippi locks allow carp to move upstream when the locks are opened to allow boats through. Additionally, boats that aren't 
drained after use can carry young carp or eggs that may be released into the water the next time the boat is used.

Releasing even a few carp into a body of water can become a huge problem. While the adult carp prefer slow moving water, they look for high, fast 
moving water when laying eggs (a process called spawning). They lay hundreds of thousands of eggs at a time, and they can lay eggs multiple times per 
year, which means their population grows quickly (http://asiancarp.org/documents/AsianCarpBriefingPackage.pdf) (USGS PDF, 3mb) 
and spreads easily. Because of this, they can quickly out-compete native species, and put ecosystems in danger 
(http://www.cerc.usgs.gov/Branches.aspx?BranchId=40) .

What do they eat?

Asian carp eat a lot. One species, the Grass carp, can eat up to 40% of its body weight (http://asiancarp.org/Documents/AsianCarp.pdf) in 
plants every day. The other three species consume up to 20% of their body weight daily (http://asiancarp.org/faq.asp#4) . They can reach a 
maximum weight of 110 pounds (although the average is closer to 50). Bighead 
(http://www.nps.gov/miss/naturescience/ascarp_bighead.htm) and silver carp 
(http://www.nps.gov/miss/naturescience/ascarp_silver.htm) eat plankton, which native mussels and young native fish depend on. Grass 
carp (http://www.nps.gov/miss/naturescience/ascarp_grass.htm) consume plants, and can drastically change river and shoreline 
vegetation. Black carp (http://www.nps.gov/miss/naturescience/ascarp_black.htm) have human-like molars and eat snails and mussels, 
including native species that are already endangered. When the amount of plants, mussels, and plankton are lower in our lakes and rivers, the 
ecosystem becomes unbalanced and our native species that depend on these food sources suffer.

What is being done?

State and federal agencies are monitoring the Mississippi River and its tributaries for Asian carp, and studying various barrier technologies 
(http://www.freep.com/article/20110722/NEWS06/107220371/Scientists-race-win-war-carp) that would prevent the further spread of 
these species. The Mississippi National River and Recreation Area is working with other agencies on a task force to create an Action Plan 
(http://www.nps.gov/miss/naturescience/asiancarp.htm) for Minnesota.

The DNR is constructing a barrier (http://minnesota.publicradio.org/display/web/2012/01/21/coon-rapids-barrier/) on the Coon Rapids 
Dam to prevent Asian carp from moving up river. The plan is to increase the distance between the water above the dam, and the water below so carp 
can't jump over the barrier. The barrier should be finished in late 2012 or early 2013.

We're also studying how far these fish have spread. The USGS (http://www.umesc.usgs.gov/invasive_species/asian_carp.html) and the 
Upper Mississippi River states keep a record of "known established populations," which are areas that we know carp live and reproduce. The NPS is also 
working with other agencies in a task force to create an Action Plan (http://www.nps.gov/miss/naturescience/asiancarp.htm) and to see 
how close these fish are to the Twin Cities. If you have more questions about carp, check out the Frequently Asked Questions on Asiancarp.org 
(http://asiancarp.org/faq.asp) .

What you can do:

• Don't use Mississippi locks for watercraft travel (they can swim upriver when the locks are opened)
• Don't harvest bait or transport water from infested areas
• Dispose of unwanted bait in the trash, NOT in water bodies.
• NEVER release fish from one water body into another
• Report any new sightings to the National Park Service
• Drain and rinse your boat when you are done boating
• Spread the word! The more people who know about the problems Asian carp cause and how they can help keep them out of the Great Lakes, the 

easier it will be to stop these fish.

(http://www.doi.gov/) 
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