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On a warm spring day, a cumbersome snapping turtle attempts to cross the Long Point Causeway.  While some motorists drive by, others stop to help her across, but few realize the great history lived by this declining species.  Turtles have evolved to reach great ages, with some species surviving past the century mark.  While longevity is indeed a great attribute, nature balances this by requiring some species to wait 14 to 18 years to reach adulthood. As well, the majority of turtle eggs and juveniles fall victim to predators such as skunks and raccoons.  This adaptation was successful for millions of years, as adults were mostly free from predation and just the right numbers of young were able to survive.  

Unfortunately, a human-caused imbalance threatens turtles worldwide through habitat loss, pet trade, persecution, food collection, increased predators and road mortality.  We have lit the candle from both ends, reducing egg and juvenile success and removing adults from the wild.  The Long Point region maintains some of the most important populations of at-risk turtles, but without timely attention to mitigate threats, these too could be lost.  Southern Ontario maintains the highest diversity of reptiles in Canada, yet also maintains the highest human population, rate of development and network of roads.  Although habitat does exist in more northerly latitudes of Ontario, many reptile species do not occur beyond southern Ontario due to temperature restrictions.  Even if the adults were able to survive the long northern winters, the shortened active season does not provide enough warm days for appropriate incubation of eggs.     

Areas such as the Big Creek National Wildlife Area serve as safe havens of habitat within the matrix of development, roads and land alteration in southern Ontario.   For the protected areas to be effective for wildlife survival, the threat of road mortality needs to be reduced.  The Long Point/Big Creek area provides some of the most significant wildlife habitat in Canada and is part of the increasingly small Carolinian Life Zone.  The area is especially rich in reptile, amphibian and bird diversity with an exceptionally large number of at-risk species utilizing the local wetlands.  Many species, including the “Threatened” Blanding’s Turtle and “Special Concern” Snapping Turtle can be found in this area.  While protection is afforded within the Wildlife Area, it is the Long Point Causeway, a 3.5 km stretch of road separating the Big Creek National Wildlife Area and Long Point Bay that is affecting turtle populations.  Wildlife does not respect borders, so we must work proactively to ensure their long-term survival.  

The construction of the Causeway and later decisions to fill in three of the four waterways connecting the Marsh to the Bay has significantly reduced water circulation through the Marsh., which now appears to be aging prematurely , As well, Long Point Bay water quality is likely being compromised without the filtering action of the wetland to absorb nutrients and silt flowing down Big Creek.   With only limited habitat remaining for many reptiles in Ontario, road mortality is now one of the most significant threats to long-term survival.  

In the late 1970s and early 1990s, road mortality studies were carried out by scientists of the Canadian Wildlife Service (CWS) who walked the entire Long Point causeway three times per week, May to October 1979-1980 and again from May to October 1992-1993.  In total 100 vertebrate species, (7 species of amphibians, 10 species of reptiles, 21 species of mammals and 62 species of birds), totalling up to 10,000 animals per year, were found killed on the road.  While amphibians were the most commonly killed, it is the reptiles, with naturally smaller populations and much lower reproduction rates that caused the most concern.  The Causeway has been identified as one of the top five worst roads for turtle mortality in the world, based on available scientific studies.  To make matters worse a CWS study in 2006 found that some drivers were hitting animals on purpose.  

Two years ago, several community organizations joined with local, provincial and federal government agencies to find solutions to this and other problems with the 80 year-old Causeway. The group agreed that the Long Point World Biosphere Reserve Foundation would act as the lead agency for this effort which began by commissioning a feasibility study to recommend options for reducing road kill, improving environmental health through increased water flow between the bay and marsh, and increased safety along the road.  This study formed the basis of the proposed Long Point Causeway Improvement Plan, which will take several years of approvals, engineering work and construction to complete.

In the meantime, temporary fencing has been installed along a part of the Causeway to limit road kills.  This temporary measure is not adequate for all species and requires constant maintenance, but with seven of our eight turtle species at risk and 11 of our 18 snakes at risk, we no longer have the luxury of hoping someone else will do the job. We risk losing many species we take for granted, and others we are just beginning to understand.  The Long Point Causeway Improvement Project aims to not only reduce road mortality, but also to ensure long-term ecological health through improved water flow between  the Bay to the Marsh, increased safety for all users and in general a better appreciation for a region that has captured all of our hearts.  With the best available science, we can work together as a community to save Long Point’s turtles from becoming little more than a piece of local history.

For more information, please visit: www.longpointcauseway.com 
