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Corps asks public
to help protect snake

B April 2001 marks the second full year of a “mark and recapture” study
of the Eastern Massasauga Rattlesnake at Carlyle Lake. Local agencies

use work done by Killbear

for a massasauga management plan at Carlyle

public’s involvement for success.

Provincial Park in Ontario, Canada as a basis

Lake, but they need the

Bold yelow signs dot the main road-
ways in Killbear Provincial Park in
Ontario, Canada cautioning motorists to
“Please Brake for Snakes.”

You see, severa years ago a serious
effort was started at Killbear to protect
the threatened eastern massasauga rattle-
snake. Usudly light gray or tan with a
series of black or brown blotches across
its back, the massasauga lives today in
isolated populations through the
Midwest, as far north as Canada and
south to southern lllinois.

Here a Carlyle Lake, near the south-
ern limits of the pecies’ existence, asm-
ilar effort started in spring of 1999. A
research team recently marked its second
anniversary of studying the eastern mas-
sasauga locally.

While researchers continue to learn
more about the state endangered species,
park rangers with the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers, which manages the lake, are
urging residents to help with their pro-
active effort.

Over the past ten years, a massasauga
research team at Ontario’s Killbear Park
has used education and public awareness
to convince park visitors that they can co-

exist with the rattlesnake species.

Chris Parent, project leader of the
reseerch team at Killbear, has been visit-
ing Carlyle Lake and southern lllinois for
about five weeks learning more about the
snake's population here. Last Thursday,
he took time out to explain his work and
how it parallels the research being done
in Carlyle.

Parent said it is hard to determine how
many rattlesnakes exist at Killbear since
the snakes have extremely good camou-
flaging abilities and are hard to find.

“I can say that many populations that
we know did exist, don't exist today.” he
said.

Parent, who has been amember of the
research team since 1990, said snakes, in
generd, are poorly studied. He said good
information is needed if the species is
going to be protected.

Parent said alot of time is spent look-
ing for rattlesnakes. When found, each
sake is brought back to alaboratory. It is
messured, its sex is determined and ultra-
sounds are performed on females to
check for pregnancy.

Larger snakes are injected with a
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LQR4ATY * N

An eastern massasauga found at the Dam West Recreation area, which is iden-
tifiable by the fingernail polish on its rattle and a small microchip known as a
Passive Integrative Transponder or P.I.T. tag, which has been injected inside.

¢ Snake

microchip caled a“P.I.T. tag” or

Passve Integrative Trangponder tag,
which enables researchers to main-
tain computerized information about
each snake. Smaller snakes are pho-
tographed and distinctive marks and
patterns on their backs and heads are
noted. P.I.T. ogr ae
instrumented for identification pur-
g?s and for survivad managemert,

ent said

of iy ol P ety
mary agpects pecies

has become more clear through
research. The Candian research
teem has |earned that femele masses-
augas are & leest four- or five-years
old before they reproduce, they have
an avenge ot 11 babies ing on
the size of the mother, and they lose
about half of their body mass when
they give hirth.

Another part of the Canadian
research process, aso duplicated a
Carlyle Lake, involves the use of
radio trangmitters which we implant-
ed surgicdly under asnake's ribs
Locally, the snakes are taken to the
St. Louis Zoo, where a veterinarian
has donated his time to give the
akes agas anesthetic and perform
the surgery.. . L

Parent &aid at Killbear Provincid
Park , there are currently about 60
snekes wih active radio tranamitters.
He said histeam hestracked as
as 17 different snekes a once.
trangmitter uses a different frequency
making  them distinguishable.
Freguencies can be picked up as far
as U4 mile avay.

Parent said tracking the snakes
with radio telemetry gives the
researchers a great deal of informa:
tion about habitat. Each snake returns
to the same hibernation spot year
after year, usudly either done or in
small groups of two or three.
Theretore, relocating a snake can
prove to be life-threstening since the
snake dirives to return to its same
hibernation area, and, if relocated, it
generally freezes to desth in the
process.

Parent said public education is one
of the best protectors of the eustern
massasauga. He said most people
have a"deep seeded image” of ra-
tlesnekes like the massasauga, thet is
not completely accurate.

"When people hear ‘rattlesnake’
they think "snekebite™ Parent sad.
“I wontt lie. Snake hites do happen,
but you would have to work to get bit-
ten¥1y asnake. In most cases, you
g’lth'etr"ha/eto seponitor try to han-

ei

Parent said castern massasangas
are not aggressive smakes, They are
quick 1o coil and may even rattle. but
are actually inoffensive animals if
left alone.

“As long as the snake is not cor-
nered. stepped on or picked up. it
usually does not strike.” he said.

Parent. who has been bitten three
times. said a rattlesnake hite s a

(Continued from front)

"serious medica emert " but as
long asthe victim proceedSto ahos
Pita and receives proper medica
restment, recovery 1s 100 percent.

. tﬁé Eill%, hPeamt sad edlmi%fn
is Uses a message
édwm;mm and protection” to
t eagtern maefass:ga

He said live snekes are available
for the public to view, naturaist
groups get involved, and the park has
a"“Rescue-A-Ratler” adopt-a-snake
program. .

“All of these efforts help vistors
fed more connected, and most vis-
tors view seeing the species as apos-
itive experience” Parent said.

“Theim thing isto stressto
the public thet the snakes are here,
we re concerned about them and we
ned your help.”

Parent said that 20 years ago, a
snake movi n?( through Killbear
i‘ﬁé&md Park would have been

illed.

“Now, based on education, visi-
tors have a different gpproach.” he
said. “Now, they know to cdl the
park staff. Oncé the snake is cap-
tured, we can tell them about it. If it
doesn't dready have a name, they
can name it. We give them informa-
tion and tell them precautions.
Although we may bring the snekein
(to the lab) for identification purpos-
es, weusudly will return it to the te
where it was origindAB/ found.”

Perent said about 40 times ayear
Chg Ihas residents on private grtourujs

ing about massasauiga Sitin

Wl%lethe research ir?Ca\aj%s?s
very simila to thet of Carlyle Lak
varying environments have led to dif-
ferent results. At Killbear, snakes
generdly hibernate in rock crevices.
At Carlyle Lake, they mainly hiber-
nate in crayfish burrows found in
open aress that are fairly wet.

Along with usng the P1.T. tags a
blood sample is faken from each
Megfapthtged a CalyleLakeand a
s l ies genetic S
is planned ifﬂaﬁef ure. A%sgtﬁgr
identification tectic used & Carlyleis
the painting of each sneke's rattle
with a different shade of nail polish.

Th(;fsApnI rl?glésthe second full

ear of a“marl recapture’ st

()J/f the eastern masasamjga a Ca'lkllljg
Lake. Three snake biologists, Ben
Jellen, Don Shepard and Mike

Dredik from the Natura History

Survey, a pat of the lllinois
Department of Natural Resources,

are involved.

To date, transmitters have been
placed in 16 snakes captured at vari-
ous locations around the lake. When
asnake jsfound, various factors are
recorded including messurements to
the nearest crayfish burrow, the neer-
et retrest, nearest road, tredine and
shrub. Canopy cover around the
snake is measUred and reedings are
taken for ground and ar temperature,
Wi and humidity.

“All of these factors provide infor-



Jay Carter (right) uses a device to scan a microchlp, known as a Passive

”~

Integrative Transponder tag or P.I.T. tag, which is Inslde an eastern mas-
sasauga rattlesnake found at Carlyle Lake. The snake is being held by

snake biologist Ben Jellen.

mation on the timing and conditions
a which asnake will come out.” said
Dredik. “Our datais only as good as
how we messure the varigbles”
Calyle Lake Park Ranger Joe
Smothérs said this area iS going
through the same learning process
that Killbear went through'ten years

0.
& Locdly, the eastern massasauga
clamed agreat ded of media atten-
tion when'efforts began to locate a
resort at Carlyle's Southshore State
Park. Resort construction was

delayed due to environmental con-
cerns regarding the impact of the
development on the snake s exiging
habitat.

"Today, were working to move
forward.” Smothers sad. “In 1994,
the eastern massasauga became a
date ed species In 1999, a
the federd levd, it received candi-
date stetus. What we want to do is
e g, e hncis D

e Corps, t inois -
ment of Nﬁd Resources aeﬁat?}e
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is

working on a massasauga manage-
ment plan for the future, but its suc-
cess depends on public involvement.

What the public

needs to know...

News rdegses issued last summer
prompted residents to report sight-
ings of the eastern massasauga.
Reeders found and reported eastern
massasaligas in aress surrounding
Calyle Lake, as well as the Shod
Creek basin, the Kaskaskia River
basin and four sites in Madison
county.

Smothers said knowing the
species past is important to its
future. Historicaly, massasaugas
ﬁ?cur_redl in f?gs n(t)'gtehern four-fifths of

inois In massasauga Was
i g e

inois, \ es sto
be restricted to afaNs)i?)Iaed popula
tions within the stete.

The prindple cause of the massss:

s dedine is themodificetion
and destruction of suitable habitat.
Thewet pranehaht_afa/cgj by the

es was once widespreed across
Isg'%%pa'tiomcf lllinois and the mid-
west. As these areas were converted
to _?g‘tc_ulture use or developed for
residentid or commerdid uses, mas-

saea,%aswereeitm: forced fromthe
area, Killed directly, or |eft without
suitable habitat for hibernation,

reproduction, feeding and surviva.
Smothers said one of the best

ways for the public to assst wth pro-
tecting the esstern massasaugais by
reporting recent sightings. Along
with their black and brown blot
massasaugas have three rows
smadler, dternating dark blotches
aong each sde. Thereis one black
srlpebehlnd eech eyeand two ontop
of the head. The belly isblack with
irregular white or yellow markings.
Thesmdl rattle on the end of itsfall
ismade of keratin, the same materia
that comprises fingernalls.

Locdly, the rattlesnake hibernates
in wet crayfish burrowsin low, wet
areas from mid-October through
mid-May. The ies is rarel
e'mjntg)'/ed chetg?%s:arma%
ahility to blend into the surrounding
areg| ever, it ismosgt often seenin
early spring and late fal when the
snake stay's near its winter hibernat-
ing area for afew weeks.

Often referred to asthe “ pygmy
rattlesnake,” massasaugas average
between 18 and 24 inches in length,
and are an extremely shy and reclu-
rive animal. Research data shows
that massasaugas rarely strike a
humans, and when they do, it is
because they' ve been stepped on or
harassed.

The Corps and the Fish and
Wildlife Service are asking the public
to report any recent sightings of mas-
> 'ﬁ\]yeyaredsgintrgseﬁedin
finding areés where massasauges
have been Sghted in past yearson a

regular basis.

Sightings can he reported to one
of the following individuas: Joe
Smothers, Carlyle Leke/Kaskaskia
Navi Im'PrOE.gr' at 618-594-2484;
Tom Keevin, ps of Engineers,
314-331-8462: or Joyce Collins U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service, 618-997-



