
FISHERY
MANAGEMENT:

N A T U R A L  F E E D E R S

his is something I 
get asked regularly 
by clients; usually 
it’s down to large 

mythical fish being seen 
within the venue but not 
captured, and anglers like 
to speculate that they are 
uncatchable because they 
only feed on natural food. 

I have been lucky enough 
through my business to 
gain access to a lot of places 
far from the beaten track, 
oft en with no fishing and 
left  to their own devices 
for years. This is usually by 
organisations that run them 
as nature reserves and don’t 
want the lake aff ected by 
having large fish in a water 
body negatively aff ecting 
biodiversity values. 

These fish have typically 
been stocked in earlier years 
before the lake had changed 
its priorities or have been 
close to pits where localised 
fl ooding has washed them 
into the lake during fl ood 
conditions. These pits, when 
seeded with carp, could 
become great growing ponds 
as the lack of competition 
for the food and the usual 
abundance of unexploited 
natural larders can help 
promote a good growth for a 
small smatt ering of fish. 

Spring is a great time of 
year to take a closer look 
at the myriad forms of life 
that a lake supports. I always 
take the opportunity to go 
for a wander round the lake 
margins on consultancies to 
see what I can find. On some 
of the richest lakes I have 
visited, oft en litt le fished 
or no fishing, in a matt er of 
minutes I can usually find an 
amazing array of creatures. 

Now you might wonder 
why I mention this in 
November, but conversely 

I f  y o u  w o n d e r  w h y  t h e  f i s h  o n  y o u r  v e n u e  d o n ’ t  a l w a y s 
w a n t  y o u r  b a i t  a t  t h i s  t i m e  o f  y e a r ,  C H R I S  C U R R I E  t h i n k s 

t h e y  h a v e  n a t u r a l  f o o d  o n  t h e i r  m i n d s .

T

this time among all others is 
when fish will start to switch 
on to a good available food 
source for the winter ahead, 
and oft en their eventual 
winter resting area will be in 
close proximity to this free 
larder of food. 

The natural food tends 
to group together in close 
colonies, much like the carp 
do in the darker winter 
months, and most lakes 
contain a supply of natural 
carp food. Lakes with low 
stocking densities, oft en no-
fishing lakes, are frequently 
well blessed with a bountiful 
supply. 

Many of my clients aft er 
consultation carefully 
manage stock levels of all 
species every two years 
within their waters, to ensure 
that there is enough food 

for all species present to 
grow and that the ecology 
is well balanced. The results 
are beautifully conditioned 
fish that continue to grow 
and develop within an 
environment that is as 
beautiful as it is healthy. 

The fishing can change 
from hard to easy on a 
weekly basis. The need for 
carp to feed during even 
the coldest temperatures is 
paramount to their survival 
but by minimising their 
movements through this cold 
period they get maximum 
gain for litt le eff ort exerted. 
Carp will actively feed when 
the water temperature is 
over 18 to 20ºC. Though 
carp can tolerate high 
water temperature (around 
28 to 30ºC) the optimum 
temperature for growing 

is between 20 and 25ºC. 
During those periods when 
the water temperature is 
lower than about 15 to 16ºC, 
feeding of carp becomes less 
and less intensive. Feeding 
practically stops if the water 
temperature sinks under 
about 8ºC. When the water 
temperature is under about 
5ºC carp hibernate in groups 
in the deeper water. 

The mouth of the carp is 
relatively large and can be 
extended, enabling the fish 
to dig in the detritus in and 
around the bott om substrate. 
They have two pairs of 
barbels, one pair on the 
upper lip and the other pair 
at the corners of the lower lip. 
They function as feelers for 
searching for food. There are 
five molar-like pharyngeal 
teeth that serve to grind the 
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Weed is full of natural life such 
as eggs, snails and larvae.
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preferred to alternative 
diets according to the food 
availability. This I feel is 
one of the reasons carp 
are exceptionally good at 
exploiting an available food 
source and why fish such as 
The Black Mirror can grow 
to good sizes of 40lb plus 
without any introduction or 
interference from anglers 
and bait. 

If you stocked a male and 
female carp into a lake with 

nothing else, part of their 
species survival instinct is to 
breed, the fertilised eggs stick 
to the spawning substrate 
where they develop within 
a few (three to five) days 
or about 70 degree days. 
(‘Degree days’ is the term 
used for the sum of the daily 
average temperature of water 
in which fertilised eggs or 
hatched larvae develop. It 
is used for expressing the 
length of incubation of eggs 
and rearing of fish larvae). 

The non-feeding larval 
stage lasts for the same three 
to five degree days before the 
larvae start to swim and feed. 
If you think that at the larval 
stage of carp they are three 
to five days old and by the 
end of larval development, 
the fry will have mostly 
consumed its yolk sac, and 
the mouth and digestive tract 
of the young fish is ready 
to feed from the natural 
environment. The natural 
food of larvae at first feeding 
(roughly five millimetres) 

feel this is one of the main 
factors, especially in heavily 
fished venues, why fish can 
go uncaught yet can grow to 
good sizes and are seen on a 
regular basis.

Having watched small fish 
and, at certain times of the 
year, tadpoles disappear as 
carp herd balls of them into 
corners to eat them, it is 
important to note that carp 
are fl exible and opportunistic 
feeders that can switch from 
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consumed food and feeds. 
The carp has no stomach, 

therefore the ingested 
food arriving from the 
mouth passes directly into 
the intestine. The overall 
intestinal length relative 
to the total body length 
is related to the feeding 
habits of the fish species. In 
herbivorous fishes this ratio 
is greater than in carnivorous 
species. This is mainly due 
to the fact that carnivorous 
species possess a stomach in 
which most of the digestion 
takes place. In the case of 
omnivorous fish species such 
as carp, the actual length of 
the intestine depends on, 
among others, the food and 
feeds consumed during the 
early stages of the life cycle.

Carp are a typical 
omnivorous fish that 
consumes a range of diff erent 
natural foods, including 
planktonic crustaceans, 
insects (including their larvae 
and pupae), the tender parts 
and seeds of water plants, 
and also fish eggs and larvae, 
as well as smaller fish, which 
many find hard to believe. 

This is important to 
mention as many smaller 
species can be consumed 
by natural feeding carp 
and good growth can be 
achieved with this sort of 
feeding behaviour, and I 

Healthy young carp will grow well 
in lakes rich with natural food.

Damselfl ies – their nymphs are an 
excellent food source for an adult 
carp, but deadly to fry!

The correct diet 
will result in fit and 
healthy fish.
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diet to a carp you will aff ect 
its condition factor, its 
health and its environment. 
In the short run this is not 
worrying because it can be 
quickly counterbalanced by 
changing the diet. However, 
fish fed predominately on 
high-specification diets for 
an extended period will 
pollute their environment 
and become obese. They will 
therefore become susceptible 
to stress infections and 
they will have a shortened 
lifespan.

High-energy diets are very 
att ractive, even addictive to 
the fish. Most animals are 
genetically programmed to 
store energy for hard times. 
So if you put a meal in front 
of a carp with three times the 
‘normal’ level of oil it will be 
att racted to eat it. These ‘high 
energy’ diets are specified 
for fish that are carnivorous 
that have a digestive system 
(engine) designed especially 
to process them. They grow 

must be small, not larger 
than 60 to 70 micrometres, 
as this is the food size 
which the young fish can 
swallow easily. Later, as the 
developing larvae grow, the 
size of the natural food will 
also increase. 

From 15 to 40 days aft er 
hatching, the young fish feeds 
exclusively on zooplankton 
but will also readily ingest 
any fl oating supplementary 
feeds provided that their size 
is small enough to swallow. 
During the next stage, the 
fish grows up to become a 
fingerling, its feeding habits 
and food spectrum also 
changes with the growth. As 
the fish grows, it feeds more 
frequently from the bott om; 
bott om feeding becomes 
more and more pronounced 
when the size of fish is larger 
than about 50g. 

At this stage, live food 
is readily accepted by the 
larvae or fry of carp when 
circumstances present this 
type of natural food larder. 

It is important to the fish 
to maintain their condition 
over the winter. In any mild 
conditions throughout the 
winter it is prudent to make 
sure to supplement the 
pond’s natural feed with 
a low energy diet. This is 
calculated by number of 
fish, size and overall weight, 
and with protein eff iciency 
being very important to the 
welfare of carp in a fishery 
this should be considered 

before willingly applying vast 
quantities of the wrong sort 
of feed for the conditions. 

Ineff icient digestion loads 
the environment with toxic 
waste products (ammonia). 
For carp, extra ammonia in 
the water will damage their 
sensitive gills and make them 
vulnerable to secondary 
infections, lesions etc. This 
is especially important in a 
fishery where carp mouths 
can be damaged and need 
to heal.

Regarding the feeding of 
high-energy diets (oil levels 
over 10 per cent) in the 
winter, at temperatures below 
15ºC the carp are unable to 
metabolise eff iciently. You 
will pollute your water with 
waste from poorly digested 
feed. I have helped many 
fisheries promote a good 
growth on recently stocked 
fish that I have supplied 
dedicated feed and detailed 
feed programmes during 
the winter months and kept 
the condition of the existing 
stock healthy throughout the 
harshest of winters. When 
you have just stocked the 
fishery with new fish the fish 
usually have a low immune 
system from the stress and 
shock of moving. It is good 
management to apply feed 
for these fish to help boost 
their immune system so they 
are not left  exposed to any 
waterborne diseases during 
these hard months.

If you feed an ‘unbalanced’ 
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fish fast.
Carp are NOT carnivorous, 

they are omnivorous, ie they 
eat a wide variety of living 
organisms ranging from 
invertebrates to plants. This 
means the natural feeders 
and even frequently caught 
fish can go periods of their 
life predominately feeding on 
and exploiting natural food 
larders in lakes.

If you feel the conditions 
on your venue are tough and 
you find yourself wondering 
what the carp are feeding on, 
then my suggestion would be 
the next time you reel in that 
weed ball, do not just throw 
it to one side, investigate 
what natural life the lake 
is harbouring or blooming 
at the time, or if your lake 
lacks weed, get down low to 
the water’s edge and stare 
into the substrate and try 
and unearth the mystery of 
the naturals raging batt le 
for survival every minute of 
every day.

For more information, please contact 
us through our website 

www.cmconsultancyservices.co.uk 
or through our social media links 

on the website.

Mozzies – annoying 
to humans but fish 
love the larvae.

Free-swimming fry will primarily 
eat zooplankton – microscopic free 
fl oating invertebrates.

A tiny litt le leather 
– maybe a future 
Heather in the right 
environment.
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