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Part I. Introduction

Background

Blanding’s turtle (Emydoidea blandingii Holbrook 1838) is a medium-sized (Fig. 1), marsh-
and swamp-dwelling semiaquatic emydid turtle of the subfamily Emydinae (Fig. 2). The
Emydinae includes approximately thirteen North American species in the genera
Terrapene, Clemmys, Actinemys, Glyptemys, and Emydoidea, as well as several Eurasian
species in the genus Emys (Ernst and Lovich 2009). Together with the Actinemys complex
of the western United States and the Emys complex of Europe, North Africa, and the
Middle East, Blanding’s turtle forms the Emys species complex (Fig. 3). Most members of
the Emydinae are now of conservation concern where they persist, including Blanding’s
turtle. Blanding’s turtle occurs over a remarkably broad longitudinal gradient from the
Sandhills region of west-central Nebraska, through the upper Mississippi region of Iowa,
Minnesota, and Wisconsin to the shores of Lake Erie and Lake Ontario in Michigan, Ohio,
Pennsylvania, New York, and Ontario (Congdon et al. 2008). Discontinuous populations
occur along the St. Lawrence and Ottawa Rivers in New York, Ontario, and Québec, in the
Hudson River watershed of Saratoga and Dutchess Counties, in east-central New England,
and in south-central Nova Scotia. The Blanding’s turtle is now of conservation concern
throughout its range, and although two very large populations are known from
northwestern Nebraska (>130,000 individuals; Lang 2004) and southeastern Minnesota
(>5,000 individuals; Pappas et al. 2000) (Fig. 4), most of the eastern populations appear to

number under 50 adult turtles (Compton 2007), with very few exceeding 100 adults.

Populations in the eastern United States are strongly associated with vernal pools,
temporary ponds, scrub-shrub swamps (especially those dominated by Cephalanthus
occidentalis; Hartwig et al. 2009), emergent marshes, mosaic wetlands of shrub and
herbaceous vegetation, bogs, and coves of larger lakes, ponds, and sluggish river systems
(Fig. 5). Blanding’s turtles almost always occur in close proximity to concentrated or
dispersed nesting areas including gravel pits, powerlines, residential areas, road shoulders,
and dunes (see Appendix G). Compton (2007) provided a comprehensive review of

habitat associations and requirements.

The Northeast Blanding’s Turtle Working Group (NEWBTWG) has worked
cooperatively since 2003 (Compton 2007; NHFG 2011) to assess the status and to
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conserve representative populations of the Blanding’s turtle throughout its discontinuous
range in the Northeast Region, including portions of Maine, New Hampshire,
Massachusetts, New York, and Pennsylvania. The NEBTWG initially collaborated on the
development of a comprehensive regional status assessment, which included populations
in Maine, New Hampshire, Massachusetts and eastern New York, and was among the
products supported by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the U.S. Geological Survey
Science Support Partnership (SSP) program, completed in 2007 (Compton 2007). The
Status Assessment for Blanding’s Turtle in the Northeast determined that the threats to
Blanding’s turtles were clear, ranging from road-related mortality, habitat loss, population
fragmentation, and reduced recruitment due to subsidized predators, and were “imminent,
ongoing, and, in many cases, expected to increase in the future,” particularly given that
much of the Blanding’s turtle’s eastern range is in a heavily developed and rapidly growing
region of the U.S. Though historic baselines for this species are limited, historic wetland
loss in the northeast region has been extensive (Dahl 1990, p. 6, in Compton 2007, p. 49;
TNC 2011), and factors such as the extirpation of beaver throughout much of the 20*
century may have also threatened Blanding’s turtle populations. Of the numerous
documented threats, it is clear that roadkill of adults is the most urgent, wide-spread, and
difficult to mitigate, and it is also clear, as noted by Compton (2007) and NHFG (2011),
that “permanently conserving large contiguous roadless areas within the Blanding’s turtle
range is a critical strategy” toward ensuring stability of the northeastern populations and
their constituent ecologically significant units. Given that much of the Blanding’s turtle
habitat occurs on private land, portions of which that are rapidly undergoing residential
development (Compton 2007), a collaborative public/private partnership and a long-term

conservation strategy are necessary to ensure the conservation of the species in this region.
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Figure 1. Blanding’s turtle may be distinguished from related species by its spotted or mottled

head, yellow throat and lower jaw, yellowish forelimbs, and dark shell with radiating lines, spots,
or reticulations. Blanding’s turtle primarily occupies scrub-shrub wetlands, emergent marshes,
and vernal pools throughout the eastern portion of its range in the United States, which
encompasses discontinuous portions of Maine, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, New York, and
Pennsylvania.

Representatives of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, state wildlife agencies, universities,
and NGOs, together with independent researchers from five northeastern states, with
funds from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Competitive State Wildlife Program, in 2011
began a comprehensive planning process and long-term, field-based, standardized
monitoring effort to assess distribution, prioritize sites, evaluate genetic structure and
diversity, and develop a baseline to evaluate change over time and assess the effectiveness
of conservation actions. Further, we developed site-specific management plans for the 18
of the highest priority sites in the region, stratified across twelve “Ecologically Significant
Units” and have initiated or furthered partnerships with land managing agencies,
organizations, landowners, and interested individuals for feedback and to begin to

implement the conservation strategy.
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This Conservation Plan represents the central component of the Competitive SWG-
funded, three-year planning project, and details a standardized regional sampling
methodology, regional baseline population assessment data, a site delineation and ranking
framework, an implementation framework (the Eastern Blanding’s Turtle Working
Group, http://blandingsturtle.org), conservation goals and targets for the species in the
region, and the regional and site-specific management actions required to achieve those

goals.
Summary and status update

The status of Blanding’s turtle in the northeastern United States (excluding Pennsylvania
and western and northern New York) was critically and comprehensively reviewed by
Compton (2007) under a Science Support Partnership grant awarded to the Massachusetts
Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit and the University of Maine. The species has
since continued to be of conservation concern range-wide, and the subject of
conservation/recovery planning efforts, status assessments and reviews, and original
scientific research. Several state-specific or regional assessments have been conducted in
the Northeast in recent years including in Pennsylvania (Miller 2010), Dutchess County,
New York (Hartwig et al. 2009), Saratoga County, New York (Chaloux 2009), northern
New York (Johnson and Crockett 2009), New Hampshire (Innes et al. 2008), and Maine
(Beaudry 2007; Beaudry et al. 2009, 2010a, 2010b). Several Northeast states are re-
evaluating listing status and New York has drafted a Recovery Plan (Ross and Johnson
2014). Outside the Northeast, the species was reviewed by Congdon et al. (2008), Midwest
PARC has been gathering information on populations within the main range (MWPARC
2010), the Nova Scotia population has been reassessed and its recovery plan updated
(Parks Canada 2012), and individual provinces (Y. Dubois, Québec Ministére des Foréts,
de la Faune et des Parcs) as well in the main portion of the U.S. range, where states have

been developing state specific plans (e.g., King et al. 2013).

In the years since the Status Assessment (Compton 2007), Blanding’s turtle has been
uplisted to Endangered (from Special Concern) in New Hampshire and remains
“Threatened” in Massachusetts and New York and “Endangered” in Maine. The species is
a “Candidate” species in Pennsylvania while it is undergoing evaluation, where only a
single, tenuous population is known, but historical evidence suggests it was once much

more widespread in Pennsylvania and occurred both further east and west along the Lake
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Erie Shore. Within Priority Blanding’s turtle sites across the Northeast Region there has
been steady progress toward new land acquisition in Massachusetts (L. Harper, MA
NHESP, pers. comm.; M. Grgurovic, pers. comm.), Maine (J. Mays, ME IF&W, pers.
comm.), and New Hampshire (M. Marchand NHFG, pers. comm.) but no major, all-
encompassing site acquisitions. In an effort to establish or augment a population in the
upper Assabet River, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Eastern Massachusetts National
Wildlife Refuge) continues to pursue an introduction of turtles from Oxbow National
Wildlife Refuge into Assabet River National Wildlife Refuge, but no major federal land
protection efforts have benefitted eastern populations of Blanding’s turtle since 2007,
when habitat protection was identified as the major conservation objective by Compton

(2007).

Summary of threats

As noted by Compton (2007), Blanding’s turtle populations in the Northeast have likely
declined across the region as the result of a combination of habitat alterations and elevated
mortality rates across age classes. Historically, Blanding’s turtle populations are believed to
have declined as a direct result of wetland loss, which between the 1780s and 1980s ranged
from 9% to 60% in the northeastern States (Dahl 1990, p. 6, in Compton 2007, p. 49). As
proposed by Compton (2007, p. 49), Blanding’s turtles and associated vernal pool species
were likely disproportionately affected by wetland loss because temporary wetlands and
vernal pools are underrepresented in the National Wetland Inventory data used for

estimates of wetland loss.

Regional population declines have been exacerbated by upland habitat fragmentation and
degradation by development (Compton 2007), roadkill of all age classes (Grgurovic and
Sievert 2006, Beaudry et al. 2010), elevated nest and hatchling depredation by “human
commensal” mammalian predators (Jones and Sievert 2012), and incidental collection as
pets (Salzberg 1995, Dixon 2000, and Gibbons et al. 2000). This class of modern threats is
well understood and well documented and has been the subject of several reviews,
descriptive studies, and experiments (e.g., Grgurovic and Sievert 2005; Compton 2007;

Congdon et al. 2008; Beaudry 2007; Beaudry et al. 2010; Jones and Sievert 2012).

Regulatory Protections and Legal Status in the Northeast
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Portions of the following section were developed in conjunction with a regional status

assessment for wood turtle (Jones et al. 2014).

Legal Status in the United States and Canada

Blanding’s turtle was upgraded to “Endangered” from “Near Threatened” by the IUCN in
2013 (van Dijk and Rhodin 2013). NatureServe considers Blanding’s turtle “G4”
(apparently secure). In the Northeast, the species is considered “S1” in New Hampshire
and Pennsylvania, “S2” in Massachusetts and Maine, and “S2S3” in New York
(NatureServe 2014; Ross and Johnson 2014). In Canada, the Great Lakes Blanding’s turtle
population is listed as “Threatened” and the Nova Scotia population is listed as
“Endangered” by the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada
(COSEWIC) and the Species at Risk Act (SARA). In the United States, Blanding’s turtle
was considered a “Candidate” for federal listing (Category 2) until the “Category 2”
designation was eliminated in 1995-1996. In 2012, it was included as part of a 53-species
petition to the USFWS for federal listing under the Endangered Species Act (Center for
Biological Diversity 2012).

Lacey Act
Because Blanding’s turtle is not federally listed and has no federal protected status, most of

the laws and regulations protecting Blanding's turtles and their habitats are enacted and
promulgated at the state level (see below). However, the U.S. Lacey Act (18 USC 42-43; 16
USA 3371-3378) applies to the interstate transportation and sale of Blanding’s turtles that
were collected in violation of state law or regulation. Captive-bred specimens of Blanding’s
turtle are not exempt from the Lacey Act if the parent stock was illegally harvested. The
law applies to living and dead specimens. Private citizens engaged in the sale of Blanding's
turtles may be subjected to investigations under the Lacey Act, and prosecuted if it is
found they did not exhibit “due care” in determining the legal status of the Blanding’s
turtles (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Office of Law Enforcement 2006).

CITES
Blanding’s turtles are afforded some protection against international export from the

United States as an Appendix II list species under the Convention on International Trade
in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). International trade in CITES
Appendix II species is controlled by export permits but lacks enforcement beyond the

issuing and receiving ports. Exportation may be authorized by the granting of an export
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permit or re-export certificate, but no import permit is necessary for these species.
According to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (2003), which is the United States’
managing authority for CITES, export permits for Appendix II species are only to be
granted if trade will not be detrimental to the species’ survival, and if specimens were

legally acquired.

U.S. Forest Service
Blanding's turtles are designated Regional Forester sensitive species in the USFS Eastern

Region, where within the Northeastern United States it occurs only on the Massabesic
Experimental Forest in York Co., Maine. Under this designation, habitat for this species
must be conserved, although not every acre must be protected. When a management
action is proposed, a review is completed to analyze potential effects to Blanding’s turtles
and their habitat. If the analysis indicates a likely adverse impact, then generally the

project is modified to avoid the impact or does not proceed.

Critical Review of Regulatory Status by State

Maine
The Blanding's turtle is listed as an Endangered species in Maine, which is a category

assigned by regulation. The Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife reviews
the list of Endangered species once every 10 years, and “based on criteria in the Maine
Endangered and Threatened Species Listing Handbook (ME DIFW 2009), revises the list
as appropriate.” Large development projects may be reviewed to protect Blanding's turtle
habitat under Site Location of Development law (Title 38, Chapter 3, Subchapter 1, Article
6, § 481 and 484; P. deMaynadier, ME DIFW, pers. comm.)

Additional laws in effect protect riparian and riverine habitats, including Shoreland
Zoning Rules and the Natural Resources Protection Act (Statutory sections: Title 38,

Chapter 3, §§ 480-7).

Maine Blanding's turtles are also protected from collection, export, sale, and commercial
use (Title 12, Part 13, SubPart 4, Chapter 915, §12159).

New Hampshire
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The Blanding's turtle is listed as an Endangered species, a category outlined in the
endangered species statute (Title XVIII, Chapter 212-A, Endangered Species
Conservation Act). Rules are allowed under the Nongame Act (RSA 212-B).

The presence of an Endangered species in an area may improve its competitiveness for
land acquisition or grant allocation, and “should be considered when making habitat
management decisions.” NHFG may provide recommendations to reduce impacts from
proposed activities (e.g., developments, bridge construction or repair) and the NHDES
makes a determination on the issuance of permits and appropriate conditions to include
(M. Marchand, NHFG, pers. comm.). Endangered species are considered in environmental
review under the NHDES Wetlands Bureau Dredge and Fill Rules (Env-Wt 302.04(7a),

which require applicants to address impacts to Endangered species.

Additional protections for Blanding's turtle habitat may be accomplished through the
NHDES Wetlands Dredge and Fill permit process (Federal Clean Water Act § 404) and
the NHDES Shoreland Protection Act (RSA 483-B), but upland habitat protection is
reportedly difficult to protect (M. Marchand, NHFG, pers. comm.).

Further, the Blanding's turtle may not be possessed (as defined in RSA 207:1), sold, or
imported (NHFG FIS 800) without a permit (NHFG FIS 804.02). The possession or take
of Blanding's turtles, Blanding's turtle eggs, or any part thereof is prohibited (NHFG FIS
1400).

Massachusetts
Under the authority of the Massachusetts Endangered Species Act (“MESA,” M.G.L. c.

131A) the Blanding's turtle is regulated as a Threatened species (321 CMR 10.00, revised
and implemented October 15, 2010). The MESA prohibits the “take” of Endangered,
Threatened, and Special Concern species. “Take” is defined as, “in reference to animals to
harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, hound, kill, trap, capture, collect, process, disrupt the
nesting, breeding, feeding or migratory activity or attempt to engage in any such conduct,
or to assist such conduct, and in reference to plants, means to collect, pick, kill, transplant,
cut or process or attempt to engage or to assist in any such conduct. Disruption of nesting,
breeding, feeding or migratory activity may result from, but is not limited to, the
modification, degradation or destruction of Habitat.” The Division of Fisheries and

Wildlife’s Natural Heritage and Endangered Species Program (NHESP) maintains a



Blanding's Turtle Conservation Plan, Part I: Introduction

database of element occurrences, from which it develops “Priority Habitat” maps
designating riparian and upland landscapes in which all non-exempt development

activities and land use conversions are reviewed for the likelihood of a “take.”

“Conservation and Management Permits” (CMPs) may be issued to allow a “take” if the
applicant meets a standard of “no significant impact” to regional populations, and if the
applicant can demonstrate a regional “net benefit” to the local Blanding's turtle population.
More often, the NHESP provides comments that are incorporated into project design to
avoid the necessity of a CMP. Under the take provisions of the MESA, but also under the
regulations regarding possession and collection (321 CMR 3.05 [2] and [6]) the Blanding's

turtle may not be disturbed, harassed, taken, sold, or possessed.

New York
The Blanding’s turtle is listed as “Threatened” (as defined in §182.2(i) of 6NYCRR Part

182, Endangered and Threatened Species Regulations pursuant to the New York State
Environmental Conservation Law [ECL] Article 11-0535) in New York (Ross and Johnson
2014). As with other native turtles except the snapping turtle, (Chelydra serpentina) and
the diamondback terrapin (Malaclemys terrapin), the Blanding’s turtle is listed as a small
game species with no open season and may not be collected, pursued, taken, wounded,
killed, sold, transported, or possessed (ECL Article 11, Title 1, §11-0107, and DEC
promulgated regulations of the ECL, Chapter 1: Fish and Wildlife, Section 3.2: Native
Turtles). Blanding's turtle may not be collected or possessed, and development projects are
screened by the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation for potential
impacts to known Blanding’s turtle populations. Regulatory screening tools have been
updated as new information on movements was made available as a result of this project
(A. Ross, pers. comm.). Further, the NYSDEC provides technical support to the Natural
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS Wetlands Restoration Program) and to private
landowners in order to optimize habitat improvements and management for Blanding’s

turtle (Ross and Johnson 2014).

Under state regulations and the federal Lacey Act, between 2006-2009, New York State
Department of Environmental Conservation conducted “Operation Shellshock,” an
undercover investigation of the reptile trade in New York State, which led to seizures of

Blanding's turtles and criminal charges against 17 people, including members of the “turtle
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conservation community” (A.G. Sulzberger, State officials charge 17 in illegal animal trade,

New York Times, March 19, 2009).

Limited protections to riverine habitats, and special provisions for the Adirondack region,
exist under the Stream Protection Act (ECL, Title S, Article 15), Freshwater Wetland Act
(ECL, Title 23, Article 71), Solid Waste Disposal Act (Laws of 1988, Chapter 70), State
Environmental Quality Review Act (8 NYCRR Part 314; A. Breisch, NYS DEC, pers.

comm.).

Pennsylvania
Although it is currently under consideration for “endangered” status, the Blanding's turtle

is currently considered a “candidate” species by Pennsylvania and is not afforded habitat
protections except those provided to historically occupied wetlands through regulations
promulgated by the Department of Environmental Protection (PA Code Title 25,
including Chapters 91, 92, 93, 95, 96, 102, and 105) under the Pennsylvania Clean Streams
Law (35 P.S. §691.1 et seq.). Regulations allow for the designation of “High Quality (HQ)”
and “Exceptional Value (EV)” waters, as defined in PA Code Title 25 §93.4b. HQ waters
are based either on geochemistry indicating long-term water quality better than threshold
standards for dissolved oxygen, iron and dissolved metals (copper, arsenic, lead, nickel,
cadmium, zinc), temperature, pH, etc., 99% of the time; or on biological data indicating a
“high quality aquatic community” based on benthic macroinvertebrate and fish

communities.

The Blanding's turtle is protected from harvest and possession with no open season under
the Fish and Boat Code (30 Pa. C.S. § 2102) regulations (58 Pa. Code §§ 79.2 and 79.3).
These state:

e It is unlawful to damage or disrupt the nest or eggs of a reptile or to gather, take or
possess the eggs of any reptile in the natural environment of this Commonwealth (i.e.,
Pennsylvania).

o It is unlawful to take, catch, kill or possess for the purposes of selling or offering for sale,
importing or exporting for consideration, trading or bartering or purchasing an amphibian
or reptile whether dead or alive, in whole or in parts, including the eggs or any life stage

that was taken from lands or waters within this Commonwealth.
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e It is unlawful to transport or import into or within this Commonwealth a native species
from another jurisdiction. It is also unlawful to receive a native species that was

transported or imported into or within this Commonwealth from another jurisdiction.
Government programs benefitting Blanding’s Turtle

As noted by Panella (2012): “Numerous USDA-NRCS Farm Bill programs might be used
to benefit Blanding’s turtles, but each management practice should be scientifically tested
before it is widely implemented for this purpose. Including: CRP — CP 2 (Native Grasses),
4D (Permanent Wildlife Habitat), 9 (Shallow Water Areas for Wildlife), 10 (Existing
Grasses and Legumes), 21 (Filter Strips- grass), 22 (Riparian Buffers), 23 (Wetland
Restoration-floodplain), 23A (Wetland Restoration- non-floodplain), 25 (Rare and
Declining Habitat), 29 (Wildlife Habitat Buffer), 33 (Upland Bird Habitat Buffer), 38
(State Acres for Wildlife Enhancement), 42 (Pollinator Habitat); EQIP- 528 — Prescribed
Grazing, 314 — Brush Management, 390 — Riparian Herbaceous Cover, 644 — Wetland
Wildlife Habitat Management, 645 — Upland Wildlife Habitat Management, 657 —
Wetland Restoration, 659 — Wetland Enhancement; Wetland Reserve Program; WHIP-

Wildlife Habitat Improvement Program (Discontinued).”

The continued threats to this species and lack of substantial change in its status in the
Northeast since the 2007 assessment, suggest that the protective and regulatory measures
in place and continued state-listing at the Threatened or Endangered level region-wide, in
conjunction with a collaborative conservation strategy such as that outlined in this Plan

are warranted and necessary.
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Figure 2. Representative species of the freshwater turtle subfamily Emydinae, including the “Emys” complex: (A) Blanding’s turtle (Emydoidea
blandingii), (B) western pond turtles (Actinemys spp.), and (C) European pond turtles (Emys spp.); (D) the spotted turtle (Clemmys guttata); (E, F,
G, and H) the North American box turtles (Terrapene spp.); (Iand J) the wood and bog turtles (Ghptemys spp.).

12



Blanding’s Turtle Conservation Plan, Part I: Introduction

Figure 3. Blanding’s turtle (at left) forms one major lineage of the Holarctic Emys species complex, which also includes the European pond turtles
(Emys spp., bottom right) and western pond turtles (Actinemys spp., top right). Regional and cooperative conservation projects are underway for
Blanding’s turtle in the Midwest (see King 2013) as well as for Emys (see Fritz and Havas 2004) and Actinemys (see Bury et al. 2012).

13
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Figure 4. In the western portion of their range, Blanding’s turtles are known to reach exceptional population sizes exceeding 100,000 turtles at
Valentine NWR in Nebraska and over 5,000 turtles at Weaver Dunes in southeastern Minnesota. The Weaver Dunes estimate is nearly an order of
magnitude higher than any reported estimate from the Northeast.



