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Michigan fishirng? Do they benefit

game-Tish crops? The Institute for

the Americaen VWildlife Incstitute

been trying tec answer these questions.

The answers whicl have been secured to dete are largely from exsrina-

tions of the fcod in the storachs and intestizes of nore than nine hundred

turtlesg, representing the nine different kinds rative teo Michigan, Nearly
»
2ll of the specimens exemined are comprised of the musk, snepping, Planding!
ma nainted, and scft-shelled turtles which live in lakes, ponds, and

PI i 2 3 ’

streems. The three cther turtles occcurring in the state were studied less
interzively because twc of then, the box and the wood turtle, live almost
entirely on land, a2nd the third, the spetted turtle, is very uncormon.
Jlost of the specimens of the six aquatic species of turtles studied
for food were collected in ceuventional, tarrel-shared turtle trags. Such
traps are four or five feet long and consist of three wire hocps about

tiirty inches in diszmeter covered by

twine nebtting. A4t the front end of
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the trep there is o funnel sheped entrances The rear end is closed by &
draw string which may te untied to permit removal of the catch. Rait

is placed in & punctured tin can suspended in the center of the trap,
Freshly killed fish are & very effective lure, but cerned fish, fresh
chicken entrails and other such things may be used,

Traps are usually set in water no deeper than the diameter of the
hocos. Favorstle locaticns seem to be on soft bottoms near teds of water
or pond lilies or other water plants. The turtles which were captured
durizg two summers of trapping for this study were preserved in formaelin
snd brought tc the laboratory.

In the laboretory, the’pickled" turtles were cut open and the contents
of the digestive tructs washed intc dishes. The food materials were sorted
and identified, & count wes made cf the individuel items consumed, and the
volume of each item was measured and recorded. The records of these analyses
were then summarized for all specimens of each kird of turtle.

The informetion which was obtaired regarding the food of turtles is
auite different from that which many believed would zrpear. This is par-
ticulerly true for the snevping turtle. Since the common snaprer hes
elrmost always been thought tec live entirely on fich and waterfowl, par-
ticular effort wac made to obtain date on this turtle. The food of 261
specimens from seventy-cne lakes, eleven non-trcut and six trout streams,
mostly on the Lower Penirsule, was studied. The stomachs cof all these
turtles together contzired about five quarts cf food znd the large in-
testines avproximately nine quarts. In the stonachs about one=-third of
the fcod was made up of wwmter vplents, the second third of gzeme-fish (mostly
sub=legal sunfish), and the last third of desd figh and other carrion,
insects, creyvfish, srails, and clams., In the intestines, where plant

meterials accumulate for digesticn, a little more than nine-tenths cof the



-

-J-
food of all tre snavpers was aquatic rlants. The tendency towards
M o J

1

vegetarianism exhitited by this turtle is irndeed surprising.;;ﬁone of the

other aguatic turtles of Michigar vere found to prey on fishk, with the

excertion c¢f a few irdividuals. The musk turtle or stink-pot, commenly

i

mistaken fer a smmrll snapper but distinguished b~ its short, stubby tail

(that of the snapper being almost as long as its shell), was found to feed

on carrion, crayfish, insects, snails, clams, and the hard-cocated seeds
of water plants,

Blanding's or the semi-box turtle, which is characterized by its

lemon~-yellow chin and throat, was discovered to forage chielly on creyfish

and aquatic insect larvee, Smell amcunts of carrion, leeches, snails,
.
t

clars, and water weeds are also tzken.

The map turtle, which may be recognized by the irregular net-werk

of orange-yellcw lines on its back, had eaten principally crayfish, srails,

and clams. It also eats a few small fish and scme carrion, insects, and
now and then a little vegetation.

Tre painted turtles may be distinguished by the red color around
the edges of their shells. About two-thirds of the food of this species
is conposed of plants thet grow in the water. The remaining third of
their food is chiefly insects but includes some fish remeirs, leeches,
earthworms, crayfish, scuds, snails, and clams.

The scft-shelled turtle, well-krnown by its rubbery baclk 2nd poirnted
heaed, is a very adept swirmer, TFor this reason it has long besn thought
toc prey extensively on fish. The svecimens examined contained crayfish

)

rglers for wirnter bluegill fishinge.
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Cur conclusiocn is that of the nine species of Michiger turtles,

enly the "snapper" esats awprecisble amounts of game-fish, averaging

arproximztely 0.£ geme-fish per mesl. But we dc not know how much of a
facter this 1s in denleting game-Pfish populaticns, If this turtle accounts



==
in part for poor catches by fishermen, thern by war of retributiorn the
cermereisl turtle hunters which are fast depleting Michigan's supply of
these slow-growing reptiles are tc be tharked. If, on the other hand,
the numbers of game-fish eaten will reduce competition among these fish
for food and yield fewer though larger fish to the angler, perhaps con-
servation of this turtle should be erncouraged. It is avpparent that the
abundance of tris turtle is not as great as it formerly was., Commercial
turtle trappers report that current cetches of snappers from Michigan for
the food market are consistently poor. The most productive water areas
for snappers (in the southern part of the Lower Peninsula) have long
since been "creamed.,®™ Implications are that we need not be 2s concerned
over the relation of the snapper to the geme-fish supply as we should be
regarding the restricticn of sizes which may be marketed to insure the
future of this natural rescurce,

Regarding the aquatic turtles other than the nsapper, we have
learned that their grestest imnortance to game-fish probably lies in the
competition which they offer such fish fcr fecod. These turtles and fish
eat many of the same organisms such 2s insects, crayfish, leeches, snails,
clams, etc. It is not “nown if this arparent competiticn offers justifica-
tion for widespread turtle control.

The role of turtles as predators of fish egrs and fry, particularly
these of sunfish and bass, has not beer fully determined. A little in=-
formaticn is aveilahle which shows that eggs ard fry are sometimes esten,
but we have nct been sable tc find cut if any greet significance should be
attacred to this scanty data.

Irn return for the cossible deletericus effects which these turtles
may exzert as conpetitors cr predaters of fish, they constitute the D.I.W,.

in our lzkes and stresms. Dead and dyirg fish and scme domestic vestes

~

are esten by them snd are thus prevented from littering batling and resort



beaches., Ir addition, they are imrortent as feod; all are edible, with

the zossitle exception c¢f the musk turtle, and may be prepsred according

Yy

te any of the seversl recives cormonly used for the snanping and soflt=-
shelled turtles. It seexs very unlikely that turtles are a factor of
reat deterrminative imzortance in the maintenance of a sustaired
rield of geme fish in Michigan waters.

Instructions for trapping turtles and prepering them for the table
may be obtained by enclosing an addressed and staqﬂbed envelope in a

letter to the Institute for Ficheries Research.
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