










 
Virus ID’d in Silver Lake fish kill  
 
DNR expert suspects ornamental fish dumping 

 
 
By John Cavanagh  
 
HERALD-JOURNAL WRITER  
 
The dumping of some type of ornamental fish is suspected in causing the massive die-off of carp at Silver Lake this 
past summer. 
 
The Department of Natural Resources said last week it detected the virus koi herpesvirus (KHV) from a fish sample 
taken from the lake. KHV is not likely to affect native minnow species or other fish species and there are no human 
health effects, said Gary Whelan, fish production manager for DNR Fisheries Division. Whelan said the virus likely 
came from koi or goldfish introduced to the lake. 
 
“Almost indisputably, somebody dumping an ornamental,” Whelan said. “Somebody didn’t  
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A dead carp floats on top of the water at Silver Lake last summer during a large fish kill that was recently linked to 
the virus koi herpesvirus. 
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Cause of fish kill ID’d 
 
from Page 1a  
 
like their goldfish and dumped it — unless somebody was using goldfish for bait, but that’s illegal.”  
 
The virus was also detected in Kent Lake in Oakland and Washtenaw counties. It had not been previously found in 
wild fish samples in Michigan until this year, but was detected in a private koi pond near Grand Rapids in 2003. 
The underlying reasons for the emergence and spread of KHV in Michigan remain under investigation. Whelan 
said the DNR hopes to do more studies on Silver Lake next year, but will have to see how that will fit into the 
overall plan.  
 
Silver Lake property owner Bill DeJong said he was not surprised that it was a virus that killed the fish. He said he 
thinks it raises another question and that is what is going on with the lake. He pointed to the high phosphorus 
levels identified this fall along with the algae blooms this summer and the fact that lake is entering the final stage of 
its life. “It’s good to know the fish kill is a virus, but it doesn’t help us resolve the issues with the lake,” DeJong said. 
“The question is, are these things interrelated or not?”  
 
KHV affects common carp, goldfish and koi and is specific to those fish species.  
 
“In general, viruses that affect fish do not affect humans,” Whelan said.  
 
The virus is relatively new in North America — first being detected in 1999. Whelan said it is not known how long 
the virus could survive outside a host, but he suspected it could be several months.  
 
“It’s got to live for some period of time, but we don’t know for how long,” Whelan said.  
 
According to the DNR, KHV is found worldwide and likely was introduced to Michigan waters from the release or 
escape of infected ornamental fish. It is transmitted fish to fish and usually only causes disease outbreaks at 
temperatures above 60 degrees. KHV can live for short periods outside of fish in water or bottom sediments. 
Disease signs include bloody patches on the fish’s sides, lethargic swimming on the surface, sunken eyes, and 
deteriorating gills. Infected fish may survive the disease and become carriers of the pathogen for other fish.  
 
“The disease is easy to confuse with other diseases such as Viral Hemorrhagic Septicemia, so laboratory analysis 
is needed to confirm this disease,” Whelan said in a press release. “While there are no treatments for this disease, 
the DNR is evaluating the next steps to manage this pathogen.”  
 
Because it is not known how long the virus can survive or if more fish are affected, Whelan said there could be 
another fish die-off. He recommended that people do not move fish from lake to lake.  
 
“It’s a very bad idea,” Whelan said. “It introduces new diseases.”  
 
He also said to never eat raw fish from fresh waters as the fish could have a number of parasites that could be 
transferred to humans.  
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Officials find virus among dead fish at West Michigan lake
Published: Thursday, October 27, 2011, 11:24 PM     Updated: Thursday, October 27, 2011, 11:30 PM

 
By 

The Associated Press 
 

Some of the thousands of common carp that died this summer in a western Michigan lake had a virus that 

until recently was not known to exist in the state's waterways, officials said Thursday.

Between 2,000 and 4,000 adult common carp were killed in Oceana County's Silver Lake in August, the 

Department of Natural Resources said. Sampling showed that some were infected with the fish virus koi 

herpesvirus, or KHV.

The presence of KHV was confirmed earlier this year during another fish die-off on Kent Lake in Oakland 

County. The virus had not been detected previously in any Michigan fish in the wild, although it turned up in 

2003 at a private koi pond near Grand Rapids. Koi are ornamental carp varieties bred for use in aquariums 

and fish ponds.

KHV is known to affect only koi, common carp and goldfish, the DNR said. It doesn't harm other fish species 

or humans.

Officials are investigating how the virus got into the Michigan lakes. It probably happened when ornamental 

fish escaped or were released, the DNR said.

"While there are no treatments for this disease, the DNR is evaluating the next steps to manage this 

pathogen," said Gary Whelan, DNR fish production manager.

KHV is transmitted from one fish to another and usually causes disease outbreaks only in waters 60 degrees 

or warmer.

Lab analysis is needed to confirm the presence of KHV because it's easily confused with other diseases, the 

DNR said. Symptoms include bloody patches on the fish's sides, lethargic swimming on the water's surface, 

sunken eyes and deteriorating gills. Infected fish may survive and become carriers.

The outbreak is another illustration of the need to avoid spreading exotic species in waterways, said Jim 

Dexter, the DNR's acting fisheries division chief.
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"Anglers should clean their boats, disinfect their gear and not move live fish to reduce the possibility of any 

fish diseases being transferred to new locations," Dexter said.

© 2011 MLive.com. All rights reserved.
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Koi virus blamed for die-off of carp in Michigan
Published: Sunday, November 13, 2011, 7:15 AM 

 
By 

Victor Skinner | The Grand Rapids Press 
 

LANSING -- State fisheries officials are tracking a new fish virus found in Michigan waters this year that has 

resulted in two carp die-offs. 

 

Officials recently confirmed a Koi herpes virus is responsible for the die-off of an estimated 2,000-4,000 

adult common carp in Oceana County’s Silver Lake in August. The die-off is the second this year after a June 

outbreak in Kent Lake in Oakland and Washtenaw counties that killed several hundred carp. 

 

"It is not likely it has been here very long," said Gary Whelan, fish production manager for the state 

Department of Natural Resources. "We don’t know how widespread it is across the state. Our best guess is it 

probably came from someone releasing ornamental fish into our waters." 

 

Officials said the Koi herpes virus, also known as KHV, was first detected in Michigan in a private Koi pond 

near Grand Rapids in 2003, and officials removed those fish. In 2007 and 2008, the virus was responsible 

for large scale common carp die-offs in Ontario, Canada, Whelan said. 

 

"We know it has been showing up in the Great Lakes region recently," he said. 

 

KHV is thought to only affect common carp, goldfish and Koi, and there are no known human health effects. 

 

Outbreaks of the virus have been found around the world, Whelan said. It is an internationally reportable 

disease and is causing concerns among large scale production facilities in Japan and Germany that sell the 

fish for food or the aquarium trade, he said. 

 

Michigan reported the recent outbreaks to the World Animal Health Organization. 

 

DNR fisheries biologist Richard O’Neal said officials "didn’t see any significant die-off of any other species in 

(Silver Lake)" in August when thousands of carp began to wash ashore. 

 

"The fish were dying slowly, coming up on shore, and then they were blowing from one side of the lake to 

the other. It was obvious that the primary species being affected was carp, and that was the first time that 

I’ve seen that before," O’Neal said. "We did find many of the other species like walleye, bass, perch and 
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suckers that did not have any visual signs of the disease." 

 

Those signs include bloody patches on the fish’s sides, lethargic swimming on the surface, sunken eyes and 

deteriorating gills. Some fish survive and become a carrier to other fish, although outbreaks are typically 

restricted to waters above 60 degrees Fahrenheit, according to a DNR press release. 

 

The outbreaks have not resulted in any swimming closures or other restrictions on Kent or Silver lakes, 

officials said. 

 

"It’s kind of a nuisance ... but that’s mostly what it is," O’Neal said, adding that common carp are an 

invasive species in Michigan. 

 

"I think the only question we have, since this is a new virus to Michigan, is if it will affect any other minnow 

species, because carp is a minnow species," O’Neal said. 

 

Whelan said current research suggests it is unlikely to spread to other fish. 

 

Steve Winters, president of the Bowfishing Association of Michigan, said a bowfishing tournament was in the 

works for Kent Lake before the virus was detected, but was canceled because of the outbreak. 

 

He said KHV is "kind of a double-edged sword" for bowfishermen. 

 

"In one aspect, it’s good because … that’s what we do, try to rid the lakes of these fish," Winters said. "You 

don’t want the carp, but from a bowfisherman’s perspective it does take away some opportunity." 

 

Winters said he suspects Silver and Kent lakes may respond similarly to those frequented by bowfishermen, 

where other species like bluegills and perch are thriving with fewer carp. 
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Silver Lake sand dunes. (credit: U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers)

Filed Under
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HART, Mich. (AP) – Some of the thousands of 

common carp that died this summer in a western 

Michigan lake had a virus that until recently was 

not known to exist in the state’s waterways, 

officials said Thursday.

Between 2,000 and 4,000 adult common carp 

were killed in Oceana County’s Silver Lake in 

August, the Department of Natural Resources 

said. Sampling showed that some were infected 

with the fish virus koi herpesvirus, or KHV.

The presence of KHV was confirmed earlier this 

year during another fish die-off on Kent Lake in Oakland County. The 

virus had not been detected previously in any Michigan fish in the wild, 

although it turned up in 2003 at a private koi pond near Grand Rapids. 

Koi are ornamental carp varieties bred for use in aquariums and fish 

ponds.

Officials: Silver Lake Carp Killed By Virus
October 27, 2011 7:54 PM
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KHV is known to affect only koi, common carp and goldfish, the DNR 

said. It doesn’t harm other fish species or humans.

Officials are investigating how the virus got into the Michigan lakes. It 

probably happened when ornamental fish escaped or were released, 

the DNR said.

“While there are no treatments for this disease, the DNR is evaluating 

the next steps to manage this pathogen,” said Gary Whelan, DNR fish 

production manager.

KHV is transmitted from one fish to another and usually causes 

disease outbreaks only in waters 60 degrees or warmer.

Lab analysis is needed to confirm the presence of KHV because it’s 

easily confused with other diseases, the DNR said. Symptoms include 

bloody patches on the fish’s sides, lethargic swimming on the water’s 

surface, sunken eyes and deteriorating gills. Infected fish may survive 

and become carriers.

The outbreak is another illustration of the need to avoid spreading 

exotic species in waterways, said Jim Dexter, the DNR’s acting 

fisheries division chief.

“Anglers should clean their boats, disinfect their gear and not move live 

fish to reduce the possibility of any fish diseases being transferred to 

new locations,” Dexter said.
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