Silver Lamprey in the St. Clair-Detroit River System

In addition to the exotic and destructive Sea Lamprey, Michigan’s waters support
populations of 4 native lamprey species. The Great Lakes and connecting waters of
southeast Michigan are home to an abundant population of native Silver Lamprey
Ichthyomyzon unicuspis. These parasites prey on many of the fish species present in the
St. Clair-Detroit River System including Common Carp, Freshwater Drum, redhorse
species, Channel Catfish, Smallmouth Bass, Yellow Perch, and Walleye.

Silver Lampreys attach to their hosts and rasp their skin enough to obtain nutrition from
seeping blood. The favorite prey for Silver Lamprey in Lake St. Clair are Muskellunge
and Lake Sturgeon, probably because they are large and have soft scales or lack scales.
However, anglers need not be alarmed about Silver Lamprey populations in the waters of
southeast Michigan. Silver Lamprey have co-habited and co-evolved through thousands
of years with Lake Sturgeon, Muskellunge, Smallmouth Bass, and Walleye. As a result,
Silver Lamprey parasitism does not negatively affect the abundance of important sport
fish species in these waters.

How does one distinguish a Silver Lamprey from a Sea Lamprey? The most noticeable
difference is the dorsal fin on a lamprey’s back. A Silver Lamprey, like the typical adult
specimen from Lake St. Clair shown in the photo below, will have a continuous dorsal fin
with a shallow notch whereas a Sea Lamprey will have two dorsal fins that are well-
separated. Adult Silver Lamprey, which rarely exceed 14 inches in length, are also
smaller than adult Sea Lamprey which can reach lengths up to 25 inches.




