(This article originally appeared in the Decmber 2010 issue of the Port Rowan Good News)

Helping Our Turtles – It’s the Right Thing To Do!
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Turtles have lived on Earth for 200 million years. They outlasted the dinosaurs, but many of the species in Ontario may not last another human generation! As reported in last month’s article, 6 of our 7 species are now considered “species at risk” due to accelerated declines in local populations. This means that with continuing habitat loss, and other threats, our turtles may not be around for our grandchildren and great grandchildren to marvel at. But it’s not too late –if humans can help protect and conserve our turtles in a number of ways, which we’ll outline below.

Pet Turtles:

Turtles should never be removed from the wild to keep as a pet for a number of reasons. Firstly, because most native turtles are species at risk there is legislation making it illegal to possess them. Secondly, turtles don’t make very good pets – they are a carrier of Salmonella, bacteria that cause food poisoning. Always wash your and your child’s hand after handling any turtle.
If you must have a turtle for a pet buy one at a reputable pet store. The species you’ll find there is the Red-eared Slider, a non-native species from the southern United States, which is bred in captivity. Just make sure that if you get tired of your Red-eared Slider don’t release it into the wild where they compete with our native turtles for the best habitat and for food.
Helping Turtles off the Road:

Snapping turtles can be a problem helping across the road as they are large and aggressive and their bite can cause serious injury. We recommend using a flat shovel, or if you don’t have one in the trunk, a stout stick for them to snap onto so you can drag them across the road. Never pick a Snapper up by the tail as this may break its spine.

All other species, like Painted Turtles, Map Turtles and Blanding’s Turtles are easy – just pick them up and take them to the ditch, always in the direction they were travelling! There is a reason for this – in the Spring female turtles leave the water to find a sunny slope to lay eggs. On the Causeway, for example, turtles are often seen travelling from the Big Creek Marsh to the Inner Bay side of the road.

Injured turtles can be placed in a box and a rehabilitation centre contacted so their shell can be repaired. Turtle S.H.E.L.L. Tortue (www.turtleshelltortue.org) is one rehabilitator in southern Ontario.

Report Suspicious Activity:

Believe it or not poaching of turtles and snakes for ethnic food markets, for wildlife collectors and for the pet trade can be a serious problem in Ontario. And poachers aren’t stupid – they know where the native reptile populations live. If you come across suspicious activity, like individuals collecting turtles, snakes or their eggs, you can report them to the nearest Ministry of Natural Resources office (519-773-9241, or on-line at www.mnr.gov.on.ca) or Crime Stoppers at 1-800-222-TIPS. Getting a licence plate or taking pictures is helpful.

Support Turtles
Learn about turtle biology and conservation issues, and support efforts to ensure the continued survival of our local turtle populations. Consider signing up your kids or grandkids with Kids for Turtles or a similar organization. Locally, you can support the Long Point Causeway Fencing Campaign by making a donation (see the ad in this issue of the Port Rowan Good News for more details).

Remember turtles are an indicator of a healthy ecosystem. Healthy ecosystems provide a healthy environment for humans – cleaner air, cleaner water and lots of biodiversity. That means the onus (and benefit) is on each and every one of us to help conserve our turtles and all other wildlife.

