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~CICEIGAfT TURTLES* 

Karl F. Lagler 

Are certain turtles a menace to Eich5.gs.n fishing? Do the:r bene:f'i t 

fi d:in.t; or have any relation at all to game-fish crops? The Institute for 

Fisheries Researcr:. in cooperation. ':.i.L> the .American Hile life Institute 

and the Uni vcrsi t:,, of Ii'.ichigan has been trying to answer these questions. 

The 2.nswers Yr::ic~ ha.ye been secured to date are largely fron exe.rr:ina-

tions of the .food in the stc::achs and intesti::-;es of ,wn: than nine hundred 

turt1es, reprer:enting the ·nine different kir•ds i:ative to Itd.chigan. Nearly 

all of the specimens exex.ined are comprised of the musk, :::napping, Elanding's, 

rra1o, painted, 8:'.!d soft-shelled turtles Vihich live in lakes, ponds, and 

s+:ree.m.s. The three other turtles occurring in the state vrere studied less 

inteLsi ,ely because t-wo of then, the box and the wooc: turtle, li vc r,.l::iost 

e:·.tirely on land, sn,2. tl:-se t:,ird, t!'.e spo":ted turtle, is ver:,r unccrmon. 

lfost of the speciTT'.e21s of tr,e six aqus.b.c species of turtles studied 

for fooc ,;,ere collE,cted in co::;.vc.Lt:i,Y:1al, ::arrel-,3:,a:pec: t1.Artle traps. Such 

traps are four or f'i ve feet long; and cor:si st of three wire hoops about 

t:irty inches in die.rr:.ete:· covered by twine netting. At the fro21t end. of 

* C01:.tributicn i'ro:oi t:·.e Co-operative Fish If2.r.a;er:er.t 'S"nit, spor1 sored by 

the .A."11.ericar. 'hil:.life Inctitute viit'.-, st1~pcrt .fron tte _c,.c;socia.ted F'ishi:ng 
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the trap there is a funnel shaped entrance. The rear e"'.id is closed by a 

drav; strin6 ,•,·:C-j_ch .~iay be untied to pe:nni t re'"'.love,l of the catch. Eai t 

is placed in a punctured tin can suspended in the center of the trap. 

?reshl;/ killed fish are e. ver:: ef::\,cti ve lure, but car.u--ied fish, fresh 

chicken entrails and other sue!-: things may be t;.::,ed. 

TraDs are usuallv set ir.. ,·rater no deener t:r..an the diameter of the ... u ~ 

hoo:9s. Favorable locati ens seem to be en soft bottoms near beds of vvater 

or pond lilies or other vrater plants. The turtles which were captured 

duri:!:g; two suJTuc1ers of trapping fer this study ·were preserved in formalin 

and brought to the laboratory. 

In the laborator;r, the'1pickled" turtles were cut open and the contents 

of the digestive tra.cts washed into dishes. The food materials were sorted 

and identified, a count was made of the indi vi.dual i te:ms consumed, and the 

volume of each item was measured and recorded. The records of these analyses 

were then summa.ri zed for all specimens of each kind of· turtle. 

The information which vras obteir:ed regarding the food of turtles is 

quite different froIT'. that which :-:-ia:r.y believed ,'!O:J.l<: appear. This is par-

ticularly true for tr.e snapping turtle. Since the common snapper has 

e.l::,_ost always been thou6ht to live entirely on fish and waterfowl, par­

ticular effort ;vas r;,ade to obtain data on this turtle. The food of 281 

specirr..ens fron seventy-one lakes, eleven non-trout aY.!.d six trout streams, 

:nostly on the Lovrer Penir.s1.;la, v-ras studied. The stoT"l8.chs of all these 

turtles togetter co::1tai::-sed about five quarts of fc,od 1;;.r.d the large in-

testir.es 8.')proximately ::iir:e que.rts. Ira the sto~.-iachs about one-third of 

the food was nade 1,,p of v,-B.ter :9la.1:ts, t:-,e sE:co21d t1lird of game-fish (mostly 

sut-lE.gal sunfish), ,:i.nd the last t},ird of dead fis':, and other carrion, 

insects, crayfish, sna::.ls, and clans. In the intesti::.1es, where :plant 

r.1B.terials accumulate for digestic,n, a little :more tr.an nir.e-tenths of the 
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fcod of all tJ:-.e snappers ·was aquatic plants. The tendency towards 

~,~egetar-ianis:Ti eY-":.ibited by tl:.is turtle is i::_deed surprisiq;. <l!icne of the 

other aquatic turtles of Eic:~igan v,ere found to prey o:: fish, v:ith the 

exceI,ti o::l of a few i~:d.i v-iduals. The r::usk turtle or stink-pot, commonly 

mistaken for s. small snapper but distir:.guished b: its short, stubby tail 

( tha. t of tr.e snap::_:,er being e.lr:-,ost a::; l on0 as its shell), wn.s founc. to feed 

on carrion, crayfish, insects, snails, claras, and the hard-coated seeds 

of water plants. 

Bla.nding's or the seIT'.i-box turtle, which is chars.cteriz.ed by its 

lerr:.on-yellow chin and throat, was discovered to fore.6e cbief'l;y on crayfish 

and aquatic insect larvae. Srna.11 amounts of carrion, leeches, snails, 

clarrs, and water ·needs are also take::;.. 

The map turtle, which P.ay be recognized by the irregular net-wcrk 

of orar:.i_;e-yellcvr lines on its back, had eaten principally cra?fish, snails, 

and clac"Yls. It also ea.ts a few small fich and sor11.e carrion, insects, and 

now and then a. little vegetation. 

Tt.e painted t1.;.rtles may be distinguished b:," the red color around 

the edges of their shells. About trcvo-thirds of the food of this species 

is conposed of plants th.6-t grow in the ·water. The rer.mining third of 

their food is c~efly insects but includes sor:-,e fish reme.::.r"s, leeches, 

earthworms, crayfish, scuds, sr;,ails, anc: clams. 

The soft-s}-,elled turtle, well-lc_ovm b;:,i its n.bber:-1 · bad'.: 9.!l:i poir,ted 

head, is a very adept sviirmer. Fo:c th:s rea.sc.n it has long bee:r:. theiught 

to prey extensively on fish. The S".Jeci:-r_ens exa::::ined conta.i::-aec crayfish 

and. "vli 6g1Ers" of the sort used b;y anglers for vd.:::cter bluegill fi::;hing. 

Our conclusion is that of the :dne species of :,lic'r:.ige.r turtles, 

o:-_lJr the 11 snapper'1 ea.ts a:..ipreciable amounts of game-fish, averaging 

a~:pro;:iY11°,.tel>.r O.c 0l'"a,0.e-fi.s!-, per c"',ee.l. But we do not know how much of a. 
- .... -.,I -

factor tLis is in depleting ga.r.ie-fish pop-daticr..s. If t!:iia turtle accour~ts 
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in part for i:oor catches by fishermen, then by v-ra;;, of retribution the 

cor:rr:1ercial turtle hunters which are fast depletin.g Eichigan's supply of 

these slow-growing reptiles are to be thanked. If, on the other hand., 

the numbers of game-fish eate:I ·will reduce competition ar;;.or.!£ these fish 

for food and yield fewer though larger fish to the angler, perhaps con­

servation of this turtle should be encouraged. It is apparent that the 

abundance of t~is turtle is not as great as it formerly wns. Commercial 

turtle trappers report that current ce.tches of snappers fror.i. :Michigan for 

the food market are consistently poor. The most productive water areas 

for sna~pers (in the southern part of the Lower Peninsula) have long 

s:1-nce been "creamed. n Implications are that vre need not be as concerned 

over the reletion of the snapper to the gaE1e-fish supply as we should be 

regarding the restriction of sizes which ma:.r be marketed to insure the 

future of this natural resource. 

Regarding the aquatic turtles other than the nsa.)lper, we have 

learned that their greatest i:rrr~:ortance to game-fish probably lies in the 

co:r;i.petition which they offer such fis':i. fer food. These turtles and fish 

eat many of the se.me org;anisms such as i::--1sects, crayfish, leeches, snails, 

cla..ms, etc. It is not '.·nown if ttis a~pare!'lt co1:1petition offers justifica-

tion for ~~despread turtle control. 

Tr.e role of turtles as predators of fish eg:;;s a:::id fr:,,, particularly 

those of sunfish and bass, has not beer-. f'ully detenr,ined. A little in-

formation is ave.ile."tle ,Y:-,:i_ch sciows the.t eggs ar:,d fry are sor::etimes eaten, 

bu-s Yie have not been able tc find c1_;t if a.!ly grest sj snificaT-.ce should be 

attac:-.ed to this sca!lt:_,r data. 

In r eturr;. for the -:;ossi ble deleted o·rn effects vf:ich these turtles 

rnay exert as co~1peti tors or predators of fisr, they ccnsti tute tr.e J.F.~,;. 

in our lakes anc. stres.r::s. De~td and dying fis} 0 a:::.d sc1:1e domestic vrastes 

are es.tee", b;,; tr,em a.nc1 are t':cus :Jrevented frcm li tteri::g; bat: in6 and resort 
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beaches. Ir:. addition, they are inportar.:.t as food; all are ed:'..tle, v.cith 

the ::,ossible exce::)tion of tr..e musk turtle, and ro..a.;y be preps red according 

to an:" of the several rec:2_:9es co::-_'"'.lonly used for the snac,pir,6 8.:nd soft-

sheiled turtles. It see:::·.s very unlikel~0 that turtles are a factor of 

an;y great deterninati ve im:ortance in the :rra.5"r.:.tenance o:' a susta::.;:-_ed 

yield of garc.e fish in I.~chigan waters. 

Instructions for trapping turtles and preparir,G tl",en. for the table 

:nay be obtained by er"closL1g an addressed. and sta::-;i.ped e:welopc in a 

letter to the Institute for Fisheries Research. 
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