Young eastern box turtle.
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SHELL

Shocked
West Virginia’s freshwater
turtles are declining, but there
are simple things you can do to
help them out.

TESSA NICKELS
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Wood turtles, with
their attractive
coloring, are prime
targets for poachers.
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Too Cute and Too Tasty
West Virginia is home to 14 species of turtle, mostly
aquatic or semiaquatic, and several are considered as
“species of greatest conservation need” by the DNR.
The spotted turtle, Clemmys guttata, and wood turtle,
Glyptemys insculpta, are currently under review by
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as potentially
threatened or endangered. It turns out, turtles are a
victim of their own good breeding.
The wood turtle boasts bright colors. The spotted
turtle is the smallest in West Virginia and one of the
smallest in North America. As its name suggests,
its shell is a striking mix of black with bright yellow
spots. “It fits in the palm of your hand and is really
gorgeous to look at,” Oxenrider says.
Members of the state’s softshell species also might
be threatened by poachers. While there is no proof
it is happening in West Virginia, other states have
reported that critters like the midland smooth turtle,
Apalone mutica, and eastern spiny turtle, Apalone
spinifera, are being shipped overseas to meet market
demands there.

U.S. FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE

S

ome West Virginia’s turtles are in
decline. While the state Division of
Natural Resources doesn’t have exact
numbers on statewide population loss,
there is significant evidence that turtles
are becoming more and more scarce.
“For instance, just a few years ago there
were several more wetland habitats in
the state where spotted turtles could be found,” says
West Virginia Division of Natural Resources wildlife
diversity biologist Kevin Oxenrider. “Turtles are under
extreme pressure.”
Turtle populations are declining in West Virginia
and across the United States, which presents a problem
for our ecosystems. “Obviously all species have a
purpose. But with turtles, they’re kind of the canary in
the coal mine. They’re an indicator of how habitats are
doing, especially because they’re so long-lived. When
you see population loss, that means something really
bad is going on,” Oxenrider says.
State wildlife experts are looking to turn the tide.
But they need your help.

TOP TO BOTTOM A spotted turtle, an adult wood
turtle, a young wood turtle.

Despite regulations against possessing these
animals and their eggs—and the fines charged
to those who break those reguMBtions—many
turtles are still being swiped from their homes.
DNR encourages residents to report any
poaching activity and asks that they do not
remove turtles from their natural environment.
“People don’t realize how harmful poaching is
to a turtle population. They’ll say ‘Oh, just put
them back,’ and we can’t always just do that,”
Oxenrider says.

D. COETZEE, PSYON, U.S. FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE

SLOW—Turtles at Play
Even if they manage to avoid poachers, an entire
local turtle population could be threatened if
one animal decides to take an afternoon stroll
onto the asphalt. Roads affect dispersal rates and
disrupt turtle habitats, but more than that, roads
increase the likelihood that slow-moving turtles
will be struck and killed by automobiles.
It’s a serious concern for biologists. One study
found spotted turtles’ chance of extinction was
about 20 percent over the next 150 years—but
once researchers factored in road mortality, those
odds jumped to 94 percent. That’s why Oxenrider
encourages concerned passersby to help turtles
safely across roadways. “As long as it’s safe, you
can move them across the road. You may think
it doesn’t have an effect, but even one animal is
important,” he says.
In general turtles are long-lived animals. Some
live to be a century old. But that longevity is also
a threat to their long-term survival. They’re slow
to reach sexual maturity and, even once they do,
they produce few offspring. While a river turtle
may lay up to 11 eggs a few times a year, a spotted
turtle will produce only around three at a time.
And the mortality rate for turtle offspring is high.
Nests are often destroyed by predators.
“The population depends on adult survival,”
Oxenrider says. “You may think, ‘Oh, it’s just
one turtle,’ but that turtle is so important to the
overall population in an area,” Oxenrider says.
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Softshelled turtles like the midland smooth softshell turtle, top, and the
spiny softshell turtle, bottom, are often poached and shipped overseas,
where they are prized for their meat.

“

You may think, ‘Oh, it’s just
one turtle,’ but that turtle is
so important to the overall
population in an area.”
KEVIN OXENRIDER, WVDNR wildlife diversity biologist
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The outlook may appear grim, but researchers are hard
at work to make sure West Virginia has a healthy turtle
population for future generations.
DNR’s Wildlife Resource Section has a number of
studies aimed at the long-term survival of the state’s
turtles. Some studies are part of multistate efforts to track
demographics and range as part of assessing the overall
status of the species to aid in a listing decision. DNR is also
conducting its own long-term population surveys on wood
turtles. Experts will use this research to fight poachers and
rebuild habitats.
In each study, researchers are using passive integrated
transponder (PIT) tags to monitor populations. DNR has
increased its PIT tagging of turtles in recent years as a way
to return poached animals to their original homes.
Oxenrider says it’s imperative turtles are returned
to their exact locations. They often carry two highly
dangerous diseases: mycoplasma and ranavirus. If an
infected turtle is released into a new environment, an
outbreak could take out a large chunk of the population.
“The issue with poaching is, there’s no idea where the turtle
came from,” he says.
Researchers also use radio tracking on a few individual
turtles, checking in weekly to track their home ranges, life
history needs, and the nests where they hibernate. This data
tells wildlife specialists what turtles look for when selecting
a habitat, which helps biologists develop management
strategies and, when necessary, create suitable habitat.

PETER PAPLANUS, MELISSA MCMASTERS

Heroes of the Half Shell

TESSA NICKELS

An eastern box turtle,
Terrapene carolina.

“If you care, leave it there.”
Want to help out your local turtles? There are
several ways concerned residents can create what
Oxenrider calls a “turtle-friendly landscape.”
Box turtles are attracted to brush piles, which can
be built with logs and debris. Avoid using herbicides
on the lawn to protect turtles’ favorite food sources,
like slugs, snails, and other insects. Oxenrider also
recommends leaving fields unmowed, but if that’s
not possible, keeping mower blades up eight inches
to ensure any hidden turtles don’t get hit.
Aquatic and semiaquatic turtles, like the wood
and spotted varieties, require stream buffers to
thrive. Landowners can help by not mowing to
the edges of streams and leaving trees nearby. For
those with farm animals, Oxenrider recommends

keeping cattle out of streams to prevent erosion
and keep water free of manure.
Although domestic dogs and cats pose a
problem in other parts of the country, Oxenrider
says West Virginians should focus on keeping
trash out of the reach of raccoons and other
scavengers, which increases their population and
the possibility of predation on turtle nests.
The best way to help turtles is to respect the
creatures and their place in the wild. “If you
care, leave it there. It’s fine to take a closer look.
Just give them the space to live their turtle life,”
Oxenrider says. “They’re better off in the wild.
Enjoy the opportunity to stumble upon a turtle.” w
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