
 

 1 

 

 

 
Birds and Fish 

of  
Lake Michigan’s Shore 

 
A Guide for Botulism E 

Shoreline Patrol 
Volunteers 

Herring Gull 

Photos by Alice Van Zoeren unless otherwise noted 



 

 2 

           
 
 
   
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
    
 

 
 

 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Alice 

Van 

zoere

n 

Some birds of the Lake Michigan shore - Alive 

Piping Plover 

Orange legs 

Single neck 
and forehead 
bands 

Killdeer 

Two neck 
bands 
Bands on 
forehead and 
from bill to 
below eye. 

Spotted Sandpiper 

Breeding adult has 
spotted breast. 
All ages constantly  
bob tail up and  
down. 

Black-bellied Plover Semipalmated Plover Ruddy Turnstone 

Single neck band. 
Dark back and black 
mask. 

Unmistakable Breeding adult 
has black belly, 
throat and 
face. 
 
 
 
 

 

Sanderling 

Boneparte’s Gull Caspian Tern 

Semipalmated Sandpiper Dunlin 

Very small.  
Black legs. 

Black  on belly. 

Herring-gull sized.  
Black crest and orange-red bill. 

Small gull.  
Breeding adults have 
a black head.  
Juveniles and non-
breeding adults have 
a white head and dark 
cheek spot 

Non-breeding 
and juvenile  
lack the black 
underside  but 
have black 
“armpits”.  
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Common Loon 

Red-breasted Merganser 

Mute Swan (Non-native) Mallard 

Common Merganser 

Trumpeter Swan 

Double-crested Cormorant 

    

Common Merganser 

Bufflehead John Ester 
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Common Raven 

Great Blue Heron 

3.5’ tall  
Tucks neck 
in during 
flight 

Merlin 

American Crow 

Black Ring Yellow-green 
legs 

Red spot 

Ring-billed Gull 

Pinkish-gray 
legs 

Herring Gull 

Long wedge-shaped 
tail 
Often soars.  

Short, rounded tail 
Constant, rowing wingbeats  

Black Ring 
Yellow-green 
legs 

Ring-billed Gull 

Red spot 

Pinkish  
legs 

Herring Gull 

Ring-billed  
     1 ⅞ - 2 ¼” 
Herring  
     2 ½ - 2 ⅞” 

Crow  
     2 ⅞ - 3  ⅝” 
Raven  
     3 ¾  - 4 ¾ “  

Common Raven American Crow 

Short straight-
tipped tail 
Constant, rowing 
wing-beats  

Crow  
     2 ⅞ - 3  ⅝” 
Raven  
     3 ¾  - 4 ¾ “  
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Some birds of the Lake Michigan shore - Dead 

Caspian Tern (CATE) 

Red-necked Grebe (RNGR) 

Ring-billed Gull (RBGU) 

Double-crested Cormorant (DCCO) 

Horned Grebe (HOGR) 

Common Loon (COLO) 

21” long 
Orange-red bill 
Black cap. 

18” long 
Dark ring on bill 
Yellow-green legs. 

33” long 
Orange  bill 
Dark overall. 

18” long 
Large, yellow and gray bill 
Lobed, 3”- long toes. 

14” long 
Small pointed bill 
Lobed, 2”-long  toes. 

32” long 
Large, sharp bill 
Pale, webbed feet 

Herring Gull (HERG) 

25” long 
Red spot on bill 
Pink-gray legs. 

Foot: - 2 ½ -3”  Foot: 1 ¾ -2”  Juveniles mottled brown  
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Common Merganser (COME) 

White-winged Scoter (WWSC) 

25” long 
Serrated, thin, orange bill 
Bright-orange, webbed feet. 
Distinct color line between head and neck 
White under chin. 

21” long 
Sloping forehead. Serrated duck-like bill 
Black bird with white in wing. 

Commonly seen Algae: Cladophora, Chara and Diatoms 

Long-tailed Duck (LTDU) 

Formerly known as Oldsquaw 
16-20” long 
Short duck bill 

Cladophora: Filamentous and slimy. 
Hard to pick up out of water.  Chara: Branching, rough texture.   

Red-breasted Merganser (RBME) 

23” long 
Serrated, very thin, orange bill 
Bright-orange, webbed feet. 
Head color shades into neck color 
No white under chin. 

Bufflehead  (BUFF) 

Common Goldeneye (COGO) 

13” long 
Male: White back of head 
Female and Juv: White spot behind eye 
Iridescent green/purple on head.  

18” long 
Male: White spot between eye and bill 
Female: Brown head, gray body. 

Diatom (Gomphoneis): Tan, 
slimy globs.   
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Commonly Found Fish 

Drum  

Sturgeon  

Coho Salmon 

Round Goby (normal color)  Carp  

Lake Trout 

Round Goby (black from botulism)  

Up to 3’ long. 
Two large fins on back that almost meet.  

Gobies turn black to 
varying degrees when 
affected by botulism.  

2 ½ -3’ long.  
Concave tail with spots at base. 

Usually 2’, up to 4’. 
Deeply forked tail.  
Irregular worm-like markings.  

Usually 3-6” long. Up to 10”.  
Round head, bulging eyes. 

Up to 3’ long.  
Large scales. 
One long fin on back. 

Bony plates over body. 
2-6’ long. 
Can live 120 years. 
 

Gizzard Shad 
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Flies lay eggs and maggots 
develop on dead birds and fish 

Scavengers eat the 
dead birds and fish, 
and are exposed to 
botulism E toxin. 

Cladophora (a native alga) 
flourishes and forms 
dense mats in response 
to the increased light and 
nutrients.  

Native botulism E 
bacteria thrive in the 
anaerobic conditions 
created when 
Cladophora dies and 
decomposes. They 
produce deadly 
botulism toxin. 

Non-native zebra and quagga 
mussels filter the water, allowing 
more light to reach algae on the 
lake bottom.  They also fertilize it 

with their excrement. 

Zebra and quagga mussels 
filter water containing the 
botulism E toxin and 

concentrate it in their tissues. 

Shorebirds and 
waterfowl can be 
poisoned by 
eating the 
maggots 

Non-native 
round gobies 
eat the 
mussels and 
are poisoned 
by botulism 
toxin 

Larger fish eat the dying round gobies 
and are poisoned. 

Fish-eating birds eat the dying 
round gobies and are 
poisoned. 

Some Possible Pathways for Botulism E in Lake Michigan’s food webs 

Start 

Underwater photos by Brenda Moraska-Lafrancois 
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Additional References:  
  
Birds:  
 The Sibley Field Guide to Birds of Eastern North America by David Sibley 
 The National Geographic Field Guide to the Birds of North America   
 Birds of North America by Robbins, Bruun, Zim and Singer 
 Birds of Leelanau County and Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore by C. Francke and L. Graf 
    
Fish: 

http://www.seagrant.wisc.edu/greatlakesfish/framefish.html (Fish ID and information) 

http://www.glerl.noaa.gov/seagrant/GLWL/Fish/Fish.html (Fish ID) 
http://www.great-lakes.org/fishid.html (Trout and Salmon ID) 
  

 
Animal Tracks: 
 A Field Guide to Animal Tracks  by Olaus J. Murie 
 Tracking and the Art of Seeing  by Paul Rezendes 
 Bird Tracks and Sign by Mark Elbrock 
 Animal Tracks of the Great Lakes by Ian Sheldon 
 
Botulism E:  

  http://www.miseagrant.umich.edu/upwellings/issues/07apr/07apr-article4.html 
  http://www.miseagrant.umich.edu/habitat/avian.html 
  http://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,1607,7-153-10370_12150_12220-26493--,00.html 
 

http://www.seagrant.wisc.edu/greatlakesfish/framefish.html
http://www.glerl.noaa.gov/seagrant/GLWL/Fish/Fish.html
http://www.great-lakes.org/fishid.html
http://www.miseagrant.umich.edu/upwellings/issues/07apr/07apr-article4.html
http://www.miseagrant.umich.edu/habitat/avian.html
http://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,1607,7-153-10370_12150_12220-26493--,00.html

