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Population Assessment of the Wood Turtle in Pennsylvania

by
Kathy Gipe

The Pennsylvania Natural Heritage Wood turtles occupy a variety of clear,
Program (PNHP) and Pennsylvania Fish cold, wooded rivers, creeks, and streams
and Boat Commission (PFBC) jusiapped with substrates consisting primarily of
up their involvement in a twyear, sand, gravel, or cobble. The waterways are
multi-state assessment of wood turtle used for overwintering, foraging, and
populations across the northeast states. mating, and adjacent terrestrial riparian
For several staff of PNHP, this meant mangones- typically within about 300 meters
days of field surveys along some of the  of the waterway- are utilized by turtles
commonweal t hés mo st forlspingosummer, amcafdll fotaging,s ;
forested clear and gentifowing streams. basking, and nesting. Wood turtles use a
mix of upland habitats, including many

The Wood Turtle forest types, isolated wetlands, meadows,
The wood turtle Glyptemys insculpima  fallow fields, and even active agricultural
handsome, mediussized, semiaquatic lands. The wood turtle is distributed

turtle with a brownish or grayish sculpted primarily in the northeastern U.S. and into
shell, and a black head with brilliant orangéanada, extending as far south as Virginia
on the neck, forelimbs, and hind legs.
Wood turtles are longlived, with ages in
the wild occasionallgocumented as much
as 50 years old. They reach sexual
maturity around age 15 and females only
lay one clutch of 711 eggs per year, so
like many turtle species, population

growth is very slow andllimited by high \..3
rates of nest depredation along with low :g-
hatchling and juvenile survival. -

Wood turtle Glyptemys insculpta

JoAnn Albert
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been undetermined, although it was generally known to
be distributed throughout most of the state. PNHP did
not officially begin to track wood turtle occurrence data
until 2007. In response to these collective state and
national concerns, the Northeast Partners in Amphibian
and Reptile Conservation organization (NEPARC)
created a regional working group for wood turtle
conservation. In 2011, this group proposed and
received a Regional Conservation Needs grant to
conduct a northeast regional wood turtle status
assessment.

Cigead

;“;‘:';:f""'“"""“‘“’ ed i Pennsylvaniads involvement
to provide our limited wood turtle data to the principal
iz R investigators at the University of Massachusetts

The approximate range of the wood turtle shown as a density surface (UMass) and to establish a few letegm monitoring

based on available data in 2009 (Jones and Willey 2015). Wood turtle sites with the heIp of volunteers. One of the sites |

data at the time was not well developed in the Natural Heritage ) . .
database; thus, populations in Pennsylvania have poor representation Surveyed was first established by John Kaufmann in the
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on this map despite their prevalence in the state. 1980s. Kauf mannos research

and west to the Pennsylvar@hio border, with the contribution to our understanding of the natural history

exception of population segments in some of the Greatand habitat use by wood turtles. Two of the turtles |

Lakes states. found at this site were rec
research, an exciting find and additional evidence that

Regional Status Review wood turtles can live at least 45 years in the wild.

Major threats to wood turtle populations include
habitat fragmentation and loss, road mortality, illegal From 2011 to 2013,
collection, predation by increasing predator population®iologists at UMass
(e.g., raccoons), and disease. For decades, compiled the
herpetologists throughout the region have expressed information provided
concern over apparent declines in the distribution and by the cooperating
populations of the wood turtle, while also lamenting thestates and modeled
lack of data to support these concerns. A 1995 U.S. Fistood turtle
and Wildlife Service status review also concluded that distribution against
there was insufficient information to warrant federal  landscape factors
listing. In Pennsylvania, the status of wood turtles had considered to be
threats to the turtle,
namely urbanization
and fragmentation of
riparian forests. The
results predicted
WIdespread pre_sent This report from the 20132013 status
and future declines  assessment (Jones and Willey 2015) led
due to the prevalence to the followrup monitoring effort that

. . . Pennsylvania participated in from 2015
of impaired habitats 6.
throughout most
states. Pennsylvania had a higher proportion of optimal
habitats than the other cooperating states, establishing
it as a critical partner in the conservation of the species
(Jones and Willey 2015). The initial regional status
assessment concluded that a conservation plan was
needed in order to better understand and maintain

This large male wood turtle had markings that identified him from a o -
late-1980s study, putting his age at least at 45. remaining wood turtle populations.



