Western Pond Turtle Conservation

The Western Pond Turtle is also known as Clemmys marmorata.  Clemmys marmorata  is a scientific name and like all scientific names has two parts –the first is the Genus (first letter of the genus is always capitalized) and the second is the species (the first letter of the species is not capitalized). If typed it is always italicized and if hand-written it is always underlined.  That is known as proper scientific nomenclature.  


Along with the Western Painted turtle (Chrysemys picta) the Western Pond turtle is the only other turtle native to Washington State.  Both of these turtles can be found in water in the spring and summer.  Painted turtles stay close to water for most of the year, whereas pond turtles can be found upland in fall and winter.  


The Western Pond turtle has a very limited distribution in the world being found only in Washington, Oregon and California (with a relic population in Nevada).  They were once numerous throughout Washington but after a survey was conducted in the early 1990’s only 150 were found to exist in all of Washington.  The State of Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife petitioned the federal government to put them on the federal Endangered Species list but the request was denied.  There was a lack of information about populations in Oregon and California.  To be a federally endangered species an organism must be declining throughout all of its range.  So the State of Washington put the western pond turtle on the State endangered species list. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]As a result of being listed as an endangered species, the State must create a recovery plan for the species.  Recovery plans included monitoring adult female turtles with radio transmitters so their nests can be located and protected from predators.  Adult female turtles are hooked up to radio transmitters in May so they can be monitored throughout the nesting season of June and July each year.  Although all turtles bask to raise their temperature, female turtles with eggs must spend a good deal of their time basking to support the growth and development of their eggs.  


Once the nest has been located, researchers put a cage around the nest to protect it from digging predators.  If the nests are unprotected, research studies have shown that most (98%) of the nests will get dug up and eaten by predators (coyotes, raccoons, skunks, opossums, domestic dogs etc) within 48 hours after the mother has deposited the eggs.  





Researchers use radio receivers to pick up a signal to let them know if the turtle is in the water or out of the water.  If the turtle is out of the water then she is upland to lay her eggs.  Turtles are tracked in June and July.  Most turtles in Washington lay eggs between June 15-July 15.  



Turtles hatch about 70-80 days after the eggs are laid.  They are a miniature copy of the adult.  All the turtles in a nest will end up being the same sex since turtles (and other reptiles) have temperature dependent sex determination.  What this means is at a certain temperature all the turtles in the nest develop the same sex characteristics.  Females are produced at hotter (sunnier) locations while males are produced under cooler temperatures.  Nests of western pond turtles average 3-11 eggs with 5-6 being the most common.  




Upon hatching the little turtles are extremely small, the size of a quarter and the weight of a nickel.   Depending on the weather turtles may opt to stay in their nest until the spring warmth has reached the ground before trying to find their way to a pond.  If they hatch during warm weather they may try to get to a pond in the fall.  


Since the turtle hatchlings are so small they face many perils on their journey to the pond.  A crow could snatch them up or perhaps a great blue heron will eat them as they make their way to the water.  Once they get to the water, there are many bullfrogs just waiting for a tasty morsel of turtle meat.  Bullfrogs are not native to the Pacific Northwest, they were introduced to the area in the 1920’s and 1930’s when enterprising people brought them here (from the east coast) to raise for frog legs.  That industry never really took off so frog-farmers released them into the waters of Washington and Oregon where they thrived and reproduced exponentially since none of their native predators were here to keep their populations in check.  Other non-native species like large-mouth bass will eat turtle hatchlings as well.  


Turtle habitat has been declining steadily for the past century as people discovered that the Pacific Northwest is a wonderful place to live and raise a family.  Wetlands used to be regarded as “wastelands” and became the perfect place to fill in and develop since they would consist of flat land.  It is far easier to build housing developments on flat land rather than on sloped uneven terrains.  


After the hatchlings are collected researchers bring them to the Oregon Zoo where they are housed in aquariums and continuously fed.  Heat lamps make it so the turtles think it is spring (with 12 hours of sun and heat) so they are active and readily accept the mealworms and crickets that are offered to them daily.  They are essentially “beefed up” during a time when they would be dormant if left in the wild.  


At the end of 9-10 months the head-started turtles can be released back into the wild because they have now achieved a size similar to that of a three-year old turtle.  The chances of a turtle dying at this size drop dramatically because at about 3 inches they are bigger than most of their predators’ mouths.  


Besides bullfrogs there is another non-native species that poses problems for the western pond turtle.   This time it is not a predator but a competitor.  The red-eared slider, a common pet store turtle that is native to the Southeastern United States ends up in Pacific Northwest waters when people release their unwanted pets.  Since turtles can often live for well over 50 years many people are not prepared to care for a pet for that long of a time span.  Instead they release them into nearby ponds, streams and lakes.  Red-eared sliders have been able to thrive in the Pacific Northwest.  They introduce diseases to the wild populations of turtles as well as compete for food and nesting locations.  Since they nest later in the season than pond turtles they can end up digging up the eggs of a pond turtle nest to lay their own.  


A historic hit to the populations of western pond turtles was over-collection for turtle soup.  This was in fashion in the later 1800’s but their populations were so compromised by the over-harvest that the price went up dramatically until finally in the 1930’s and 1940’s it was so expensive that most people could not afford the delicacy and as a result the industry collapsed.  If that had been the only problems the pond turtles faced they could have recovered by now but that along with loss of habitat and introduction of bullfrogs that occurred during the last century the turtles were unable to make a sound recovery.  


Wetland restoration is happening now in certain locations but it takes a very long time for wetlands to regain their functions and habitats once they are destroyed.  So while it is a positive step forward, it does not immediately help those species like the turtles that were left without a habitat.  If there is not a suitable habitat nearby to serve as a source of turtles then these efforts will not help turtles.  The best way to protect any species is to protect their ecosystem from harm in the first place.   We now know this as the “ecosystem approach.”
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