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On his first day of on the job this spring I took my student, Mark, on a tour of the Causeway, where he would be spending a good part of his summer, walking the entire length twice (both sides of the road) and using a GPS to record where he found any road killed animals. We stopped at the MNR parking lot beside the Sand Boy Marina to have a look at the scenic Inner Bay. As we turned around to get back in my van I spotted a small object on the other side of the road that was moving slowly towards us. The 7-inch long Spotted Turtle, intent on reaching the east side of the road, was oblivious to two vehicles approaching, still some distance away. I quickly crossed the road and picked her up. When the cars had passed I brought her across the road and placed her down in some vegetation facing the same direction she had been travelling. After a few seconds she resumed her slow and ambling way to look for a sunny, gravelly slope to lay her eggs. We felt elated, not only at having actually seen such a rare and beautiful creature but having, no doubt, saved her life. 
So, here’s a question: Why did the turtle cross the road? 
Answer: To get to the other side of course!

 But why, you ask. Very simple – most adult turtles encountered on roads are females. In the spring female turtles leave their watery homes in marshes, ponds and lakes to look for places to lay their eggs. A perfect location is a south-facing gravelly slope where her buried eggs are incubated by the hot summer sun. This helps ensure those eggs will hatch into tiny replicas of herself in late summer and early fall. These vulnerable little creatures then need to find their way back into a marsh or pond – a very dangerous journey for 1 inch long baby turtles.
The degradation, fragmentation, and destruction of natural wetland habitats due to human activities is undoubtedly one of the biggest threats to turtle populations in the Great Lakes region. The Big Creek Marsh, protected from such activities, is managed as a National Wildlife Area, by the Canadian Wildlife Service. It is one of the largest intact and undisturbed wetlands in Ontario, with a rich and diverse flora and fauna, and serves as an important migration stop-over for tens of thousands of waterfowl every Spring and Fall. The Marsh also supports one of the most significant populations Spotted Turtles, Blanding’s Turtles, and Northern Map Turtles. All of these, along with the Snapping Turtle, are considered “species at risk’ – species in danger of eventually disappearing from our landscape.
Although protected from human activities such as draining of wetlands and development, Big Creek Marsh turtles still face other life-threatening hurdles – heavy predation by “subsidized” predators like raccoons, as well as weasels, skunks, mink, foxes, blue herons, and snakes. Added together you’ve got a very scary statistic - on average 95% of turtles don’t make it through their first year! 

However, most turtle biologists argue that the loss of adult, breeding turtles has a much bigger impact on a local population than the loss of eggs or hatchlings. That makes a lot of sense when we take the Snapping Turtle as an example. This species may take at least 15 to 20 years to reach sexual maturity and can live to 50 years or more. At an average of 40 eggs per year, a 50 year old female Snapper (which has been laying eggs for 30 years) has produced 1,200 offspring. If only 5% of those make it to adulthood she has successfully left her genes in 60 young turtles.
Adult turtles face their own share of risks – number one is road mortality by vehicles, especially in areas like the Big Creek Marsh. Think about the odds of a female turtle making it across the road on a long weekend when an average of 10,000 vehicles cross the Causeway! And there is one more, very sinister, danger – poachers – those who collect turtles for the illegal pet trade and Asian food market. Most people don’t even know they are around but occasionally wildlife officials are lucky enough to catch poachers at their trade. For example, a recent arrest in Wallaceburg resulted in a 150 day jail term and fine for a man that was found with three Spotted Turtles, a Snapping Turtle and 13 Bullfrogs in his possession.
Considering turtles are such an integral part of wetland ecosystems and an ecological indicator of the wealth of biodiversity in Big Creek Marsh, the onus needs to be with us, as a community, to protect these fascinating creatures. Next month we’ll discuss ways in which we can help conserve and protect our turtles.

Long Point Turtles at Risk

	Spotted Turtle
	Endangered

	Blanding’s Turtle
	Threatened

	Stinkpot
	Threatened

	Spiny Softshell
	Threatened

	Northern Map Turtle
	Special Concern

	Snapping Turtle
	Special Concern

	Midland Painted Turtle
	Not at Risk


