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For three years prior to this winter season, the Institute for Fishe~ies Re-

search has been en.0aged in uccunulating a se1°i6s of -.:nergarj.s-er stomach specimens from 

various types of streams and lakes in l:uchigan, as a part of tho invc.;.3tication of fish 

predators being coaduJted fo.r the 3t:tte Departnen t of Conservati Jn. From time to tir0,e, 

cooperation in trdf:; has been solicited f;:,,)n: various other age-:.-icins, nnd was c:-siei'ly 

resrionded to by the .uepA.rt10ent's Fielrl Adr:,i:,Listration Division, end the KelJog Bird 

Sanctuary. The greater portion of t 1,e mor,:, cri ticcil mate:::.·ir,l was c:Jllectec pEe:r-sonally 

b? t:he inv0stir:ator O:' by Jonservation offic0rs under his di :·ections. Up to thi::: elate, 

150 specL,.ens h0v0 bsE-r, tak"''1 and analyzed. This m.1Lber seer:s sufficient to ind.ica te 

th,2 severi t? of the lf,epgans8r' s food riabi ts with 1•eference to the State's i'ishin,3 rr,-

s,)urces, and. in onr~ section seer:,s to indi.cs.te a destruction of trout sufficiently ser-

i;,us t,) cy,clude t'1 at tl1e Ar.,ericnn msr,,:a:rJ.2A;' is locally a f9.ctor of ic,:port nee in de-

pleting the fish supply. 

'I'he si tuati0ns fr,:; uentecl by the American mergansers in !.'J.chigan ri:aJ'- be definitely 

divided int::J three r:ain geoc:c1 , 0 phic:cl 1:1<:'eas: ( l '. 
-) The Great Lakes .i.ieeio!1, vii th the 

attendant bays arid river n;ouths, (2) The trout stream cou::itry of the 1~:;iner and lower 

penins:1l'1S, and (3) The lak2s and st~r>ears of GJuthsrn I.:ichicar, fr,Jn the 'Ii tt.3.brc1v':wsee 

o.n-:1 Grsnil .dive:-::; s:rnth. The feeding habits of' the bird will bi:, detailed ·,.rith :;:-efcrence 

diffeJ·ent in er-,.ch of the:.::e :,.·ee;ion:1. 

Stor,:o.chs fr:;r this are'l in ,0:ensral sI',1W ti.··1;:;t · , 1 
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reaches of our better trout st::·e,1r,,s s'1c:h as the Au .5able ~-'.::.C it::, br:1.~1ch··2, the Big 

and Little Manistee, the Jorda.~1, the St1:r·eon, and Blacl:- Jiivers, a:ric:. other streo.y,s of 

::realC'the po1:'tion of the sti·e,m1s 'Hbich is availi:;ble to fl:r-fiS' :i.nr~ by a man in wade:r:·s. 

Do-1mst t>eaIL fron: t:1 e lieadwaters, '·''here tn.e water begins to average four feet dee1,, oth•'1T 

c-1 nd less i·· '""'t~:nt species of i'iAhes corT:1e;-1<.:e to t.~ke correspondingly larger _ol::tces 

on the :-'Jo:::ga.nserts diet and dilute the trout belov: the point v1here the merganser is an 

important fa.ctor in t~e trout :'ishin('i sport. I ur,; confident, however, that under cer-

tain w;-;e t:ier conditions in cert:..i.ili yea ".'s, the Ar.eri can mergor1ser is a very in1riort,=mt, 

if not a deter:-,1inine; factor, in the ensuing seaso::1' s fish.inc-,; 1•eturns. 

This v:e..s very strikinc0 ly borne out on the North Branch of the Au Sable this past 

season. It has be':ln ah:ost uni ver·::mlly claimed thnt fishinl:': on this st:r:·e"Un for this 

year did not nearly cone up to its usual standard of proclucti vi ty, an-:l the sm1e feature 

was to bB observed on all other areas or strean:s ou whi ::1-_. he1:-vy merga11ser concentration 

occurred last winter. While definite proof is not available, it seerr,s reasonebl.v sure 

that the trout supply in the st::::-eams ho.s suffered a marked depletion in recent ye1::t?'s. 

The large percentage of trout in the stom,0.chs of mergansers shot in these areas c.oos 

not 1~cc3:c-s':l.riJy show th9.t the mergans,r selects specificol:!_y a t::.~out diet. The prepond-

ei'ance of trout in the L1ergens0r's diet in this area is unc1oubt0ci.ly due to the fact trw.t 

the trout in the head1.rnter re;;ion are the rE.ost abundant fisb in the stream-, (as is tr•ue 

of all c,~0:1 trout strea.71:3), and a.2e of a size most susce-otible to the rn.ersi;enser's neec.-:s; 

nsmely, froir. five to fifteen inc1.,_es ir;. lensth. This v1-,-r is supported by the ;o-19.m:er ir, 

whicb co,-;r.,.1cner fishes appear in the n,ergansorstakenfurthF)::.' downstrear,1. 

~ 
The greatest depr3r:ietions und'.)Ubtedly occur ;i_;g "'Jlg.;;._ 71renrs in ,v},i .~1-, the shallow 

b8.ys of trs Great Lakes end the rnout'ls of t;he lc.rger rivers entering these ls.kes freeze 

l over early and remain frozen until late in the sprint;. At such ti es, the mergansers 

ar0 driven inland to the trout vrn.ter, al though rio:rn..1.ally they prefer to winter on these 

Great Lakes ba?s• Nhen this mnve:::~ent occurs, concentrations v::i:rying fron 50 to 500 

birds per mile a:r.·e the ~i:"ule, not the exception. It is at such times and places only, 

that control neasures mHy be expected to be of real im1:)ortance in maintaining the fish 
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su::)ply. W>en bi:::-ds are scarcer tkn ,:•fS to 50 per mile of strAru,,, it is c'l.oubtful 

if control measures would lfpay·1 • T he most 0ff2Jcti ve seGson for control in tho region 

involving the Au Sable, the Manistee, and the Boercb1sn Rivers would be from the 15th 

of February to tl-i.e last of March, with seasonal fluctuations of t'.:.e date limits in one 

direction or the othe:c·. The J"ordan, Sturgeon, and Figeon Rivers a:;:-e affected by mer

ganser concentrations somewh8t later -from about the midcl.le of Ma:r:-ch until the 

middle of April. In the Uppe:;.• Peni:1.sula, the more important regions w::e,'e control would 

1.1.a.. 
likely be needed and effective are the drair; gEs of the Ta~_menon, 1.Ianisti "iUe, anc 

adjacent rivers, and the time interval would be frorr mid-½ril to mid-May. Other re-

gions of the Upper Peninsula are rel ti vely free fro:rn merganser concentrations. 

By field activities, the writer has demonstrated to his own satisfaction that 

it is perfectly possible to break up the me:l'.'ganser concentrations on the headwater 

streams and to drive tl-i.Ec birds dovrnstream to water of an average depth of four feet 

or deeper, where their feeding activities are no longer seriously detrimental to the 

trout fishing. 

In response to a reQuest from the Game Divisiou for suggestions as to control 

procedure, I would recormnend t11..-~t small eroups of wardens only, under the st:,:,ict 

supervision of a field administration supervisor, and preferably a member of either the 

Game Division or the Fish Division compose the po:'.'.'ty. The maxi:rr.um party should not be 

larger than e ii{ht; a:: d a .rJinimum party of four, with a supervisor, wi 11 often do mu ch 

good. The men should work in groups of two, one on ea.ch side of the stream, and should 

gradually converge upon each other; th t is, a :92.rty of two should start downstream 

from a given point, and a pert:r of two should start unstream_ sone t],ree or four ,11.,iles 

from below, and gradually work towardeach other. In thj_s manner, they will cause the 

birds to cross the line of fire several times. 

Field experience has shown that this patrol instituted twice a week in the early part 

of the season•s concentratior.;. pe:r:-iod, and 1,Jter decreased to once a week, can be expected 

to effect the control desired. 

It is suggested 

this, it is suggested 

that all birds shot be saved for et:)mach analysis. In line ,,,it-:;_ 
(/) 

thnt;fall rnerga.nsers drop_ped in one firing should be retrieved im-
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mediately as they have a pronounced tendency to regurgitate the larger fish they 

have swallowed if not killed outright. 

(2). The throats of the birds should be closed to further prevent a loss of 

contents of the gullet by placing a strong rubber band or string around the throat 

immedie.tely behind the head. 

(3) • All birds shot should be kept in a cold situation until they can be ex

pressed either to the Institute for Fisheries Research at Ann Arbor, Michigan, or to 

the Game Division, Department of Conservation, at Lansing, Michigan. 

(4). Shipment should be made without undue delay. 

Since this research has indicated that goldeneyes and sea.ups are relatively un

important so far as the.ir feeding activities relate to game fish, there seems to be 

no occasion for shooting these species on the trout stream patrols. The food of 

these dueks, as determined from specimens taken on the same days as were the merganser 

specimens, principally consists of' ordinary trout-stream insects, with an occasional 

small minnow and very rarely small fingerling trout. This also applies to the old 

squaw, with a reservation that small fish are more prevalent in its diet. But this 

duck is never suffidiently numerous on trout streams to cause any anxiety as to its 

food habits. If or when any of these other species are accidentally or unavoidably 

shot, hmvever, the specimens should also be sent in for study. 

It may,be re-emphasized that it is only on water averaging less than four feet 

deep that the merganser appears to be~serious factor on trout streams. Below this 

demarcation line, coarse fish and centra~chids loom largely in the diet, although 

an occasional trout is found. 

Great Lakes and river mouth region. The food of the merganser in these area.a 

need cause no concern. It is largely composed of minnows, suckers, sunfish, perch, 

darters, and an occasional pike, bass and coregonid. The immense water areas obtained 

here spread their fishing activities so that no one region is adversely affected by 

their concentrations. Further, there is some indication that in this region, the 

birds are very active in taking diseased individuals. 
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Streams and lakes of Southern Michigan. In this connection., it may be noted 

that many of the rivers and lakes of this region are overpopulated by members of 

the sunfish group., particularly by small species or dwarfed populations. Or Rock 

Bass may predominate in waters where Smallmouthed Bass might prosper better if' Rock 

Bass competition were removed. In the Huron River above Ann Arbor., for example, Rock 

Bass abound. Consequently., one would expect to find Rock Bass predominating in the 

merganser's diet in this region., and investigation shows that this is the true 

situation. Any factors which will reduce the less desired sunfish may improve 

fishing in the southern region. This is enctly what the merganser often accomplishes• 

At present., considering these and other facts, it does not appear probable that the 

merganser is a serious factor in the depletion of game fishes in the southern district. 

Food ha.bits of the red-breasted and hooded merganser. In :Michigan, the red

breasted merganser migrates chiefly along the Great Lakes shores and bays., with oc

casional appearances on the larger inland lakes. It winters to some extent on the 

lakes of Southern Michigan. Its food habits on these areas need cause no active con

cern as a threat to the success of the fisheries. 

Regarding the attractive hooded merganser., our research has shown it to feed 

almost entirely upon crayfish and thin-shelled mussels., along with some of the 

abundant insect material from tm surface and stream bottom and an occasional small 

fish for good measure. 

To summarize, of the seven species of ducks frequenting Michigan waters which 

habitually include fish in their diet., the .American Merganser is the only species 

whO'Se control may be expected to have any marked effect upon the production of game 

fishes. Further, the control of this species will probably be effective only in the 

upper regions of the largest and best trout streams. 

It is presupposed that before undertaking this control program, the Conservation 

Department will make the proper contact with the Bureau of Biological Survey. 
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