
Marsh Restoration: This project is a cooperative effort of Huron-Clinton Metropolitan Authority, Michigan Sea Grant (University of Michigan and  
Michigan State University), Michigan Department of Natural Resources, Ducks Unlimited, Harrison Township, and the Southeast Michigan Council of  

Governments. Additional partners include the St. Clair Flats Waterfowlers, Inc. and the St. Clair County Parks and Recreation Commission.  

THE MORE MAYFLIES THE  
MERRIER? YES! 

Small in size, but mighty in 
numbers, Burrowing Mayflies 
play a key role in Lake St. 
Clair’s ecosystem. They are 
a crucial and abundant food 
item for many of the lake’s 
fish and other residents. The 
nymphs also provide a service, 
recycling the nutrients in the 
lake by eating decaying aquatic 
plants. Although humans may 
be repulsed by their annual 
invasion — and the resulting 
mass of dead mayflies — 
mayflies are a sign of good lake 
health since they cannot survive 
in highly polluted waters. 

WHAT’S IN A NAME?
Officially called Burrowing Mayflies 
(Hexagenia limbata), these insects are 
better known as fishflies, Canadian soldiers, 
wigglers or hexes (by people who fly fish). 

As adults, they do not feed — they don’t 
even have mouths! They are harmless and 
cannot bite.

LIFE IN A 
TUBE

LIFECYCLE 
IN LAKE  
ST. CLAIR

A GOOD OMEN
Today the Mayfly population along Lake St. Clair is healthy, but 
Mayflies are sensitive to pollution. The local population became 
virtually extinct in the 1950s and only rebounded after the lake’s 
water quality improved in the 1990s. Both as nymphs and adults, 
they are an important food for fish like yellow perch and sturgeon, 
nesting birds, amphibians, reptiles and other insects. 
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The females return to the 
lake to lay thousands of 

eggs after mating. 

Adult Burrowing Mayflies 
emerge en masse in the 
evening, typically during 
the second half of June.

The insects 
create a current 

with their 
feathery gills to 
draw tiny food 
particles into 
the burrow. Mayfly nymphs 

use their tusks 
and strong 

forelimbs to 
create U-shaped 

tubes in the 
lake bottom. 

Nymphs spend at least two winters in this stage and  
grow to about 1.5 inches in length. There can be upwards  

of 500 nymphs per square foot burrowed into the lake bottom.

The adults 
gather into huge 
mating swarms 
the following 

evening, often 
congregating 
near lights. 

The nymphs become winged 
forms (duns), and later in 

the day, they shed their skins 
once more to become mature 

adults (imagoes). 

Both males 
and females 

die soon after, 
usually within 

1-2 days of 
emerging.
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Have you ever seen a swarm of 
mayflies? What was that like? 

What did it smell like?
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