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a. Abstract 
The Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW), in cooperation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Woodland Park Zoo, and the Oregon Zoo propose to reintroduce western pond turtles in the summer of 2001-2003 at Pierce National Wildlife Refuge.  Pierce National Wildlife Refuge, administered by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, is a complex of riparian and meadow habitat within the Columbia River flood plain.  The refuge is considered suitable habitat for establishing a western pond turtle population.  

Forty western pond turtles from the 1999 “head start program” (captive reared turtles that have reached a size large enough to reduce their chances of predation) were released at Pierce National Wildlife Refuge during the summer of 2000.    These juvenile turtles are offspring from adults in the two existing populations in the Columbia River Gorge.  These reintroduced turtles are being monitored to acquire data on post-release dispersal, habitat use (active and hibernation periods), and survival.   Additional western pond turtle releases will be conducted until the population objectives identified in the Washington State Recovery Plan for the Western Pond Turtle are achieved.

The WDFW will continue to release juvenile western pond turtles through the “head start program” at two existing population sites in the Columbia River Gorge:  Sondino Ranch Wildlife Area and Bergen Road.  This project has been ongoing since 1991 and has been successful at adding 374 juvenile western pond turtles to the existing populations in the Columbia River Gorge.  In 2000, nesting was documented for the first time by a head start turtle released in 1991.

Habitat improvement projects will be initiated at Sondino Ranch Wildlife Area, Bergen Road and Pierce National Wildlife Refuge.  These projects will concentrate on improving wetlands and on restoring uplands for western pond turtle nesting habitat.

This proposal will target the primary tasks as identified in the Washington State Recovery Plan for the Western Pond Turtle.  The goal of this project is to implement the priority one tasks identified in the plan:

Conserve and enhance the Washington western pond turtle population:
2.1 Continue cooperative headstart program to improve survival of hatchlings

2.2 Establish new pond turtle populations

b. Technical and/or scientific background

The initial cause of the decline in western pond turtle numbers in Washington may have been commercial exploitation for food.   Western pond turtle populations cannot be sustained under exploitation, due to their low rate of recruitment and lower densities at the northern portion of the range.  Pond turtles never recovered from this decline, in part, due to concurrent or subsequent alteration and loss of habitat. Wetlands were filled for residential and industrial development, particularly in the Puget Sound region.  Dam construction and water diversion projects reduced available habitat and isolated populations along the Columbia River.   Nonnative predators such as bullfrogs and warm-water fish, which were introduced to lakes and ponds, probably took a toll on hatchlings and young turtles.  Human disturbance may have kept females from crossing overland to lay eggs, or may have reduced the amount of time spent basking, which in turn, may be important for egg maturation.  Loss of lakeside emergent wetland vegetation to grazing and trampling may have made habitat less suitable for hatchlings and juveniles.   Successional changes through fire suppression on native grasslands may have resulted in excessive shade on nesting grounds.

An unknown disease killed at least 36 turtles in Klickitat County in 1990, an estimated one third of the population.  A captive breeding program has been underway to build a population of turtles for release into suitable habitat in Puget Sound.  A head-start program is being used to enhance the survival of hatchling turtles from wild nests in the Columbia Gorge.   Control of introduced predators and habitat enhancement efforts are ongoing where western pond turtle populations are found.  The Department of Fish and Wildlife has acquired land in Klickitat County that supports one of the key surviving western pond turtle populations in the state.

The western pond turtle has been extirpated from most of its range in Washington. Two populations remain in the Columbia River Gorge. The total number of western pond turtles in known Washington populations is estimated at only 250-350 individuals, approximately half of which went through the head-start program at the Woodland Park Zoo. Additional turtles may still occur in wetlands that have not been surveyed in western Washington and the Columbia Gorge.

The western pond turtle is declining throughout most of its range and is highly vulnerable to extirpation in Washington. They are still abundant in northern California and southern Oregon wherever there are relatively few people. The species requires a continued recovery program to ensure its survival in the state until sources of excessive mortality can be reduced or eliminated.  

c. Rationale and significance to Regional Programs
The western pond turtle is listed by Washington State as an endangered species and is a federal species of concern.  The western pond turtle has been extirpated from most of its range in Washington.  Two populations remain in the Columbia River Gorge.  The total number of western pond turtles in known Washington populations is estimated at only 250-350 individuals, approximately half of which went through the head-start program at the Woodland Park Zoo.  Additional turtles may still occur in wetlands that have not been surveyed in western Washington and the Columbia Gorge. 

The western pond turtle is declining throughout most of its range and is highly vulnerable to extirpation in Washington.  They are still abundant in northern California and southern Oregon wherever there are relatively few people.  The species requires a continued recovery program to ensure its survival in the state until sources of excessive mortality can be reduced or eliminated. 

The goal of the recovery program is to establish self-sustaining populations of western pond turtles in the Puget Sound and Columbia Gorge regions.  The recovery objectives to downlist the species to threatened are to establish at least 5 populations of >200 pond turtles each, composed of no more than 70% adults, which occupy habitat that is secure from development or major disturbance (three populations in the Gorge and two in Puget Sound).  It is also necessary that the populations show evidence of being sustained by natural recruitment of juveniles.  The core pond turtle sites should be wetland complexes that may be less susceptible to catastrophes than sites of a single water body.  Objectives for downlisting to sensitive are similar, except 7 populations of >200 pond turtles will be needed (four populations in the Gorge and three in Puget Sound).

d. Relationships to other projects 
Recovery of the western pond turtle in Washington is being accomplished with cooperation from many federal, state and private organizations.  A 10-year partnership between the WDFW and the Woodland Park Zoo has made much of the pond turtle conservation work possible.   Funds for the captive breeding and head start programs have come, in part, through the Center for Wildlife Conservation.  Many of the expenses for equipment, mileage and per diem for volunteers have been made possible through a grant from the WDFW Aquatic Lands Enhancement Account, which supports the activities of volunteers.  The Woodland Park Zoological Society, Foley/Frischkorn Wildlife and Conservation Fund, and WATER (Western Aquatic Turtle Education and Research) have also provided funds.   The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has allocated Endangered Species Act Section 6 funds as well as funds from the Partnerships for Wildlife Program.

Habitat acquisitions have been accomplished with funds from state-funded Washington Wildlife and Recreation Program, administered by the Interagency Committee for Outdoor Recreation.   The Nature Conservancy has been a major partner with western pond turtle management in the Columbia River Gorge.  The U.S. Forest Service has purchased land for the protection of the western pond turtle and has provided support for habitat improvement and equipment for the head start program.

Funding of this project proposal will allow WDFW to continue its partnerships with the above organizations.  Current funding to continue recovery efforts for the western pond turtle are limited to dedicated WDFW staff time and two small grants provided by WDFW volunteer program and USFWS Partnerships program.   The WDFW volunteer project currently has $10,000 remaining for fiscal 2000 and the USFWS Partnerships grant has approximately $14,000 for year 2000.  Currently there are no grants or outside funding dedicated for the 2001-2003 other than WDFW and USFWS staff time.

e. Project history (for ongoing projects) 

Habitat acquisitions:  Habitat for the Klickitat County population was purchased by WDFW in 1992 and 1994 and there are plans for additional acquisitions in 2000.

The U.S. Forest Service purchased land in Skamania County in 1995 for western pond turtle habitat protection.  Plans are underway for additional acquisitions through the Columbia River Gorge Scenic Act.

Habitat enhancement:  Grazing has been modified or eliminated on WDFW and private lands with western pond turtle habitat.  The Nature Conservancy provided assistance to WDFW and private landowners for habitat enhancement in Skamania County.  The USFWS is currently developing a plan for western pond turtle habitat management at Pierce National Wildlife Refuge.

Surveys:  Comprehensive surveys were conducted in 1991 to determine the location of western pond turtles in western Washington and the Columbia River Gorge.  In 1992, 88 sites in eight counties were surveyed as a follow-up effort (Nordby 1992).   Surveys were conducted over an extensive area within the known range of the species based on historical pond turtle records and recent sightings (Nordby 1992; Scott 1995a; 1995b).  Surveys in the Columbia River Gorge were continued in 1993 and 1994 (Scott 1995a; 1995b).   The results of these surveys reinforced previous evaluations that western pond turtles were no longer found in wetland habitat within their historic range.  These surveys identified potential reintroduction sites, sources of animals for captive propagation, and specific habitats used.   Based on recent mark-capture analysis, the Skamania County population is estimated to hold approximately 150 animals and the Klickitat County population approximately 250 animals.

Captive breeding:  In 1991, WDFW, the Woodland Park Zoo, and the Center for Wildlife Conservation initiated a captive breeding program for western pond turtles.  The objective of the program was to produce about 40 hatchlings per year for release into suitable habitat in Washington.  Currently the hatchlings from this program are being released into Puget Sound at a WDFW wildlife area.   

Head start program:  The Woodland Park Zoo, Center for Wildlife Conservation, and WDFW initiated a joint project in 1990 to improve juvenile survival in the Columbia River Gorge population.  The objectives of the program are to increase survival chances of young turtles in the wild by “head starting” them at Woodland park Zoo to a size where they can escape predation by bullfrogs.  Head starting has been demonstrated to improve survival of hatchling turtles where predation by bullfrogs is a problem (Hashell et al. 1996).   Juvenile turtles are kept in optimal environmental conditions year around and can be released the following year the size of a 2-year old wild turtle.

The WDFW and Woodland Park Zoo have successfully released 374 juvenile western pond turtles under the head start program.  Since 1991 a total of 219 juvenile turtles have been released at the Sondino Ranch Wildlife Area (Klickitat County).  Since 1997, 116 

juvenile turtles have been released at the Bergen site (Skamania County) and a third population of western pond turtles is being established through a reintroduction program at the Pierce National Wildlife Refuge.  A total of 40 juvenile turtles were released for the first time in August of 2000.   Future releases are planned in order to establish a third Columbia River Gorge population as per the Washington State Recovery Plan for the Western Pond Turtle.

Predator control:  To further improve the survival of juvenile turtles, considerable effort has been directed toward the removal of non-native predators such as bullfrogs and warmwater fish.  Bullfrog control efforts were initiated under permit from the WDFW in the summer of 1990.  Bullfrogs were removed using a variety of techniques including lethal control of adults and the removal of egg masses during the summer.   Introduced warmwater fish were gill-netted and removed from the Klickitat lake site during a one–time seining operation in 1991.  Control efforts at the Klickitat County sites have resulted in the removal of about 500 adult bullfrogs, 250 bullfrog tadpoles, over 225 bullfrog egg masses, over 400 lbs (850 kg) of warmwater fish, and 2 red-eared sliders (non-native turtle).

Reintroduction:  An investigation was conducted in 1995-1996 to locate a site for the first reintroduction of captive-bred western pond turtles in the Puget Sound area.  In addition, habitat was evaluated in the Columbia River Gorge to determine the best location to develop a third population.  It was determined that the Pierce National Wildlife Refuge in Skamania County offered the best habitat for a reintroduction of western pond turtles along the Columbia River.  During the summer of 2000 a total of 40 juvenile turtles were 

released at Pierce National Wildlife Refuge to begin establishing a new population in the Columbia River Gorge.   Further releases are planned annually until a sufficient population of turtles is securely established on the refuge.

f. Proposal objectives, tasks and methods
I. Goals:  The goal of the western pond turtle recovery program is to establish self-sustaining populations of western pond turtles in the Columbia River Gorge recovery zone.

II. Objectives:

1. Inventory and monitor the western pond turtle in the Columbia River Gorge.

1.1 Conduct annual emergent basking surveys to determine minimum western pond turtle population size.   Sondino, Bergen and Pierce.

Tasks:  

Surveys will be conducted annually at three (Sondino, Bergen, Pierce NWR) western pond turtle sites in the Columbia River Gorge.  

Methods:

Basking surveys will be conducted from April 15- June 15 using binoculars and spotting scopes to inventory population of western pond turtles.

Data will be summarized and sent to WDFW nongame data system.

1.2 Continue mark-recapture program at each site to maintain estimates of current population size.   Sondino, Bergen and Pierce NWR.

Tasks:


Capture a representative number of western pond turtles in the population at three 

            (Sondino, Bergen, Pierce NWR) western pond turtle sites.

Methods:


Live traps (hoop) will placed in selected ponds to capture western pond turtles.

Animals will be identified by individual via previous marked notches on the carapace.   Unmarked animals will be given a number by filing notches in the 

carapace for future identification.   Individual turtle information will be recorded and later entered into population model (Jolly/Siber) for population estimates.

2. Conserve and enhance the western pond turtle population

2.1 Maintain head starting of wild hatchlings, and evaluate their survival and growth using mark-recapture.   

Tasks:

Females will be captured and transmitter–equipped in order for biologists to locate nests and remove juveniles for head starting,

Methods:

Live traps (hoop) will be placed at Sondino and Bergen ponds during the months of April and May with specific task of capturing adult females for head start program.   Turtles will be weighed and measured and identified.  Adult female western pond turtles will be transmitter-equipped and monitored until egg laying occurs.   Nest sites will be identified and protected from predation with wire mesh enclosures.   Following incubation, juveniles will be removed from their nests – generally mid September-early October.   Juveniles will be taken to the Woodland Park Zoo and the Oregon Zoo for overwintering.   Following this period in captivity (October to July), juveniles will be released into Sondino, Bergen and Pierce NWR for population augmentation.

2.2 Establish new populations of turtles.

Task:

Release juvenile head start turtles from Sondino and Bergen populations to Pierce NWR for development of third western pond turtle population.

Methods:

Live traps (hoop) will be placed at Sondino and Bergen ponds during the months of April and May with specific task of capturing adult females for head start program.   Turtles will be weighed and measured and identified.  Adult female western pond turtles will be transmitter-equipped and monitored until egg laying occurs.   Nest sites will be identified and protected from predation with wire mesh enclosures.   Following incubation, juveniles will be removed from their nests – generally mid September-early October.   Juveniles will be taken to the Woodland Park Zoo and the Oregon Zoo for overwintering.   Following this period in captivity (October to July), juveniles will be released at Pierce NWR and tracked to determine survivability and habitat use. 

2.3 Control bullfrogs and other predators.

Tasks:

Reduce non-native bullfrog population at select ponds in the Columbia River Gorge.

Methods:

Bullfrog egg masses will be removed during the primary egg-laying period (May-July).   Surveys will be conducted every other day to identify ponds with egg masses.  Egg masses will be removed using a standard dip-net and placed on land to achieve mortality.

3. Manage habitat to maximize western pond turtle survival and productivity.

3.1 Enhance, restore and manage western pond turtle habitats.

Tasks:

Upland areas adjacent to ponds inhabited by turtles will be maintained in open conditions with grassy areas for nesting.   

Methods:

Meadows adjacent to turtle ponds will be tractor mowed and/or tractor disked to maintain meadow habitats.   Weed control will take place at Sondino, Bergen, and Pierce NWR to improve current conditions by eliminating exotics like Scot’s broom, knapweed, star-thistle etc.

Tasks:

Improve basking sites at ponds with minimal amount of structure (down logs, etc)

Methods:

Add logs and rafts to increase basking sites primarily at Bergen and Pierce NWR.

Down trees will be placed by tractor into selected ponds and hand made rafts will be constructed and located at other sites.

Task:

Remove unwanted building (old home site) at Sondino and restore area to grassland habitat.

Method:

WDFW will work with local fire district to burn old homestead building currently located on Gunter portion of Sondino property.  Unwanted material will be removed and hauled to local transfer station prior to burning.  Following burn, additional material will be removed.  Area will be scarified and be allowed to return to native habitat.

g. Facilities and equipment
Facilities:  Recovery efforts for this project will take place on WDFW, USFWS and private lands supporting western pond turtle habitat.   Currently there are no major facilities on lands covered through this project that will be utilized for this project.

Equipment:   There will be no high cost equipment purchased for this project.  Most equipment needed for capture, handling and monitoring will be provided by WDFW.

Equipment needed for habitat improvement projects will be provided by WDFW, the USFWS or will be contracted out.   Vehicles will be provided through WDFW or USFWS and mileage will be charged to the project budget.  The following will be the primary expenditures identified in the equipment budget:

Radio- transmitters – 36/ yr. X 3 @ $ 165 ea.

$17,820

Receiver – (transmitter locators) 



    2,000

Hydrometers -  3 @ $1500 ea.



    4,500

Binoculars – 1 





       850

Pit tag reader -  2




                 2850
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Harriet Allen – WDFW Endangered Species Program Manager – Olympia, WA (19 yrs.)


Program administrative manager:  manage contract, develop budget and 


allocate funding to different program objectives.   FTE – 

David P. Anderson – WDFW District Wildlife Biologist – Vancouver, WA (13yrs.)


Program field manager:  coordinate field activities and supervise field staff


to achieve population augmentation and habitat improvement goals.


FTE – .5 mo/yr.

Jeff Lewis – WDFW Wildlife Biologist 2 – Vancouver, WA (3 yrs.)

Field Biologist:  responsible for head start activities at Bergen and Pierce NWR.  FTE – 1 mo/yr.

Kate Slavens – WDFW Wildlife Biologist 1 – Vancouver, WA (5 yrs.)

Field Biologist:  responsible for all activities associated with head start activities at Sondino.  Will capture, transmitter and monitor turtle activities.  This position will coordinate all volunteers working at Sondino and Bergen. FTE – 9 mos./yr.

Shelly Adams – WDFW Wildlife Biologist 1 – Vancouver, WA ( 2 yrs.)


Field Biologist:  responsible for all activities at Bergen.  Duties include capture,
transmitter and monitor of turtles.  FTE – 5 mos./yr.
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