2008 Update – from March 2009 CAWS newsletter

Turtle Nest Protection Project Update

By Greg Geller

Editor’s note: In spring 2007, researcher Greg Geller began a project

with Madison Audubon Society’s support to develop an efficient and

low-cost method for private and public landowners to increase survival

of turtle nests, including both eggs and young turtles, by reducing

mammalian predation via non-lethal means. Faced with ever-shrinking

habitats, high predation rates and direct, human-caused mortality,

many turtle species are in decline. First year results were reported in

the Oct. 2007 CAWS newsletter.

The year 2008 was a fairly good time to test the electric exclusion fences for their basic utility for the turtle nest protection project, but a definitely poor one to generate large sample sizes.

Things were moving along well until June 8 when both study sites were completely flooded over. All the nests that had been laid and camera-monitored until that point were then drowned and the fence chargers themselves had to be rescued by wading through waist-deep water. But, three weeks later the floods receded, the turtles again made nesting attempts and soon provided the study with its first year of data.

Two fence schemes are currently being tested, both of which show some early promise as a way to increase the nesting success of turtles by excluding their most important predator, the raccoon, from nesting areas. 

The combined current tally is all three nests inside the protective fences survived to hatching, while all five of those outside the fences were predated. The cameras, two of which are on loan from Madison Audubon, are also generating related information on map turtle nesting ecology and predator behavior, which adds detail and value to the project, as much of this information is little-documented. It is hoped that positive demonstration of this nesting area protection approach may promote its use on both private and public lands, wherever appropriate.

I remain grateful to Madison Audubon for their support and look forward to the upcoming field season in the truly magical landscapes along the Lower Wisconsin River.
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Raccoon searching for turtle nests on July 2, 2008.
