
American Eel Disease  

Despite being hardy creatures, elvers are not immune to diseases in the wild or captivity. SRBC checks 
elvers before delivery, disinfects equipment, and works to reduce the amount of time eels are in holding. 
However, despite best efforts by SRBC and teachers, elvers may have illnesses present when in captivity, 
usually within the first two weeks post-delivery. 

 If your tank’s nitrate levels are okay and elvers get sick, it could be due to an illness present when they 
were captured. We ask you do your best to treat the eels with the following guidelines, but we understand not 
all elvers may survive. We know illness and mortality can be stressful and disappointing for both students and 
teachers alike, and we appreciate your best efforts and any feedback you may have. 

While it’s hard to tell what disease may be present without immediate testing (virus, bacteria, fungus, 
parasite), the symptoms below have been previously reported in captivity. Ich, a parasitic infection of the gills 
(cause by Ichthyobodo), is common and may create white spots on body of eels. Other illnesses may present 
symptoms similar to the ones outlined below, but it is difficult to know what the precise cause is. We 
recommend using best judgement and beginning with salt treatment, followed by ich treatment if needed for 
most cases. The other treatment options are listed if the cause is known.  

 

Other possible symptoms: 

• Gills (naturally rosy in color) become bright red and protrude outward 
• Lethargic behavior OR over active swimming 

Please remind your students American eels are a data limited species, and your observations and 
experiences are helping better understand these fascinating creatures. In fact, little is known about a new 
disease recently documented  in the Chesapeake Bay (Emerging Red Sore Disease in the American eel, 
2023). In the event of illness or tank loss, we are unfortunately not able to provide new eels due to 
permitting numbers and the seasonality of migration. If applicable, former teachers have shifted lessons to 
life cycle and food web dynamics, existing challenges to aquatic species management, and emerging aquatic 
diseases. 

Discoloration/flaking on tail  

Tail fin becoming fanned
  

“Shedding”/ white spots  

Ich present on betta fish 
 

Late stage gill swelling Early stage gill swelling  

https://scholarworks.wm.edu/etd/1686662775/
https://scholarworks.wm.edu/etd/1686662775/


Treatment Options  

 

Helpful to keep in mind: 

Eels are considered scaleless fish and require different treatment than scaled fish. Never use copper based 
treatments! 

Isolate sick eels in separate tank or large temporary container (with bubbler). 

If possible, take photos/videos and report to SRBC. 

 
• Salt 

o General treatment option. Salt draws out impurities or excess fluid due to osmotic pressure. 
o Dissolve salt in a separate container in a small amount of water before adding to tank (do not 

add directly to tank). Common table salt or kosher salt is fine, non-iodized and no additives. 
o Add 1 teaspoon of salt for 1 gallon of water ( ¼ c salt for 10 gallons of water). 
o Observe eels and conduct a water change if symptoms get worst. If symptoms improve, change 

water in small increments 5-7 days after.   
 

• Super ICH Treatment 
o Use ½ dose for scaleless fish. May stain tanks. Multiple rounds may be required. 
o Must remove charcoal filter while using or else medicine will be filtered out. 

 
• Bacterial 

o MelaFix tank additive (derived from tea tree oil) 
o Imgaitarium bacterial tank additive  
o Must remove charcoal filter while using or else medicine will be filtered out 

 
• Fungal 

o PimaFix tank additive (derived from West Indian Bay Trees) 
o Must remove charcoal filter while using or else medicine will be filtered out 

 
Mortality 

o Deceased eels can be preserved in ethanol in glass jars or dissected as a class (use best 
judgement). Eels may also be flushed. 

o Clean all supplies. Disinfect tank, tank lid, substrate, pumps, air stones, nets with diluted bleach 
solution (1 part bleach to 10 parts water). Household bleach (not gelled) is best.  
 Fill spray bottle with bleach solution and spray interior and exterior of tank. Let sit for 

10-15 minutes. 

If you haven’t already done so, we first recommend treating with aquarium salt and waiting a few days for 
improvements. Ich treatment can be tried next, including multiple rounds if needed. Based on prior years, 

while helpful in some cases, we now only recommend anti-bacterial, viral, or fungal products if the cause is 
directly observed or known (ex: lab results or visual fungus or parasite). 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09FFQBKSX?ref=emc_s_m_5_i_atc&th=1
https://www.amazon.com/API-Freshwater-Bacterial-Infection-16-Ounce/dp/B0002567T6/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2F3LURCHHSH36&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.tgEKXFTqfe0x_ksidSjkZchk_DI4AfS0W8ixHw4af_5ojjVeb2kjS6fCAuXRtbU5a-V50z9FigVfS6H30kPb2R4v6JtzBbz5w12IAjkjq5aQG5Gq1BwrugY4_QiUP7XOgL2wIW-lbn4hs2cIk85I4Foe3jBpP0bCFqbSUxVnhQxFk8_beKydvyN51Z0NicN9gpRllK6_8ovQ7xVGg7Aw0k2E1Bsp1qXHYft-PIoREmMzWFA2XE1cDTtCOMIxeVoJ1XgmTSMsOBKKI9wXmXmlWl2uQAUdQtUCyPzx0tnPRgE.ehN32FnJIlo3JeiVvGAF1n-z3DuKoZ6tOW4hmaS1Cwk&dib_tag=se&keywords=melafix&qid=1728408867&sprefix=melafix%2Caps%2C138&sr=8-1
https://www.petco.com/shop/en/petcostore/product/imagitarium-bacterial-remedy-4oz-2728353?cm_mmc=PSH%7CBNG%7CCAL%7CSBU05%7CPM%7C0%7Cqi1HUoMVELCbsRn6sA9iF4%7C%7C%7C0%7C0%7Cpla-2331445687806188%7C1274335627166269%7C415826437&&adlclid=982ecab665171e741211a28ed24e9e39&msclkid=982ecab665171e741211a28ed24e9e39&utm_source=bing&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=ADL_PM_BNG_FY24_SBU05_PM_0_0_ACQ_PLA_PMAX_0_0&utm_term=2331445687806188&utm_content=SBU05&gclid=982ecab665171e741211a28ed24e9e39&gclsrc=3p.ds
https://www.amazon.com/API-Antifungal-Freshwater-Saltwater-16-Ounce/dp/B000256ESA/ref=pd_bxgy_thbs_d_sccl_1/136-6568531-7827931?pd_rd_w=feeaM&content-id=amzn1.sym.de9a1315-b9df-4c24-863c-7afcb2e4cc0a&pf_rd_p=de9a1315-b9df-4c24-863c-7afcb2e4cc0a&pf_rd_r=8BPRVH0H1EAQM57JAPQE&pd_rd_wg=RSkdf&pd_rd_r=01f919a2-5856-4f08-85a1-ff15fa874af1&pd_rd_i=B000256ESA&th=1


 Rinse thoroughly with plenty of clean water. Let air dry for 24 hours. 
 Submerge other items into 10% bleach solution in bucket. Let sit for 10-15 minutes. 

Rinse 2-3x with plenty of clean water. Let air dry for 24 hours.  

What’s next? 

Unfortunately, we are only able to provide eels once a year. However, there may be other schools in 
your district/area with tanks and release day activities planned. SRBC can confirm this and put you in 
contact with other teachers if interested. If transportation allows, consider joining other schools for 
end of year activities. Some schools offer live video feeds of their eel tanks including Donegal 
Intermediate School and The Vernal Preserve. 

 

Treatment Guide 

This guide is from API’s Super Ich Treatment description on Amazon. While generalized, it is a helpful starting 
point to identifying illnesses. Teachers have used API products in the past as they are commonly available 
online and in pet stores. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xl6A_Df2CTo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xl6A_Df2CTo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i1DjOSrYYg0
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09FFQBKSX?ref=emc_s_m_5_i_atc&th=1


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


