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Herp Highlight: The Snapping Turtle
Snapping Turtles (Chelydra serpentina) are a long-lived, aquatic freshwater turtle with a
prehistoric appearance that has remained mostly unchanged over 60 million years. They are the most
widespread of Chelydridae with a range covering the entire Eastern and Midwestern United States, all
the way out to the Rocky Mountains. They can also be found as far north as Lake Winnipeg in
Manitoba, Canada and as far south as Central America where their range extends from the southern
tip of Mexico down to Columbia and Ecuador. Snapping turtles are one of the largest freshwater
aquatic turtles in North America with an average carapace length of 8 to 14 inches (20-36 cm) and
weighing on average between 10 to 35 pounds (4.5-16 kg) although they can exceed 75 pounds.
They have brown leathery skin with a few prominent scales on their limbs, and a lighter yellow color
on the underside of their limbs and plastron. Their most notable features are their long claws and long
necks which can extend up to the length of their body. Their tails extend past the carapace,
regardless of sex, and they are adorned with pointed, triangular spines. A similar species, Alligator

Snapping Turtles (Macrochelys temminckii), can be differentiated by
their three prominent keels running the length of the carapace.
Alligator Snapping Turtles have a limited range in the Midwest and
can grow much larger, reaching nearly 250 pounds.
Snapping turtles get their name from their strong jaws,
powerful bite force, and the incredible speed at which they can extend
their necks and snap. It is this speed and power that allow Snapping
Turtles to utilize a sit-and-wait predation style, but it also has given
them a reputation with humans as being dangerous. However, they
rarely snap unless provoked and are omnivores consuming a broad
diet from fish and mammals to aquatic plants and algae. Less is
known about the movement of the species. Some individuals have
been reported moving considerable distances over land, likely
traveling to nest and returning post-nesting as well as movements
between wetlands. This leads to increased interactions with humans during road crossings, killing
thousands of turtles each year. Vehicle strikes and other human impacts are considered the greatest
threats to Snapping Turtle decline, however, humans can also help turtles on their journey.
As we enter turtle nesting periods (~May-July) throughout the Midwest, be vigilant to avoid
hitting turtles crossing roadways and, when it can be done safely, assist the turtle across the road.
Always stop in a safe place and make sure your hazard lights are on. Interstates and high
traffic/speed highways can be dangerous for both wildlife and humans so you should not put your
own life at risk. Always move a turtle in the direction it was heading, or it will try to cross the road
again to continue to or from its nesting site. Handling Snapping Turtles can be dangerous, so only do
so at your discretion with caution and knowledge of safe techniques. Never pick up a Snapping Turtle
by just its tail as this could seriously injure the turtle. Holding the turtle by the carapace just behind the
back legs should provide safety from their jaws, but their claws may still scratch you. Once you have
the turtle in your hands you can move it across the road keeping it low to the ground in case the turtle
struggles or startles you. Deposit the turtle well off the road and let it go on its way. Snapping Turtles
are amazing creatures important to ecosystem function, so be sure to keep an eye out for them
crossing the road.
Authors: Anna Kase (University of South Dakota) and Jesse Sockman (Ohio State University).
Citation: Lipps Jr., G. J., & Davis, J. G. (2021). Snapping Turtle. In J. G. Davis, G. J. Lipps Jr., D. Wynn, B. J. Armitage, T.
O. Matson, R. A. Pfingsten, & C. Caldwell (Eds.), Reptiles of Ohio (Vol. 1, pp. 89–114). Ohio Biological Survey, Inc.
Image description: Scientist holding young Snapping Turtle (Chelydra serpentina) holding a defensive posture with gape
open. Photo by Jennifer Moore.

Save the Date!
Save the Date! We are hosting our annual conference in-person this year at John Ball Zoo, Grand
Rapids MI, September 9-11, 2022. We will have talks, posters, a field trip, a wildlife camera (AHDriFT)
workshop, and sessions for working groups and task teams. Abstracts are now being accepted
until July 1. You can submit your oral or poster abstract at: https://forms.gle/skMx7T27LzSRCuqS9.
Stay tuned for more information about registration!

T-Shirt Logo Contest
We are holding a T-Shirt Logo Contest for our upcoming annual conference. The artist with the
winning design will be awarded $150 and the logo used for conference and fundraising purposes.
Submissions are due June 1; click here for more details.

Fueling Student Field Experiences Grant Awardees
We are pleased to announce the winners of our grant that helps offset transportation costs associated
with doing field research. These four students were randomly selected from our pool of applicants
and each awarded $500.
● Samantha Skerlec: Legacy of past drying events on larval anuran fitness. Kansas.
● Stephanie Bristow: Amphibian growth responses to environmental temperature, predation
risk, and limited resource availability. Kansas.
● Joseph Cannizzaro: Blanding’s Turtle Project. Wisconsin.
● Danielle Galvin: Ranavirus Surveillance in South Dakota and Investigating the effects of
environmental stressors (drought, disease, and selenium) on amphibian overwintering
physiology. South Dakota.
Congratulations!

Herpetofaunal Disease Alert System
The Herpetofuanual Disease Alert System is Live! If you find a diseased amphibian or reptile email
herp_disease_alert@parcplace.org. The Federal, State or Provincial contacts for herpetofaunal
diseases will be alerted.
Include the following information in your email:
●
●
●
●
●

Your name and e-mail address (for any follow-up questions)
Date of observation
What you saw
Where it was (GPS coordinates, approximate location, pet-store, etc.)
What species (if you are sure of the identification) and what life stage (eggs, larvae, subadults,
adults) is involved?
● Is it ongoing (are all of the animals dead, dying or symptomatic?)
● Any photos or other relevant information

Stories From the Field
*Content warning: The following story includes depiction of harm to wildlife*
Jesse Sockman: I am a research associate at the Ohio State University currently entrenched in the
wetlands of Ohio evaluating the status of Spotted and Blanding’s Turtles. However, Snapping Turtles
served a pivotal role in my life. Like many of you, I have been enamored by wildlife, especially

herpetofauna, from a young age. When I was eight years old, I remember
my father pulling off the side of a rural road and urging my sister, mother,
and I out of the vehicle to see this lumbering dinosaur clawing its way
across the yellow dotted lines just ahead. My dad ran over and lifted the
turtle across the road dealing with the typical Snapping Turtle tenacity and
striking jaws until ultimately placing the turtle along the berm of the road as
he stepped back for oncoming traffic. It was then that I looked up from the
prehistoric creature and met the eyes of the driver of an old rusty pick-up
truck driving down the hill towards us. The driver’s eyes shifted then to the
turtle before returning to look upon my family with a wicked smirk he
swerved off the road onto the turtle. The violent crunch of its smashed shell
rang in my ears only to be broken by the faint laughter of the driver
speeding away. I was jarred by the malicious act and how easily such a
seemingly powerful and tank-like creature could be destroyed by the actions
of a human. It was that day I learned I couldn’t just love wildlife anymore, I had to do something to
protect it. Now as we go out this field season, never forget the importance of communicating the
value of wildlife to members of the community. Our actions make an impact and help foster
connections between humans and wildlife; just ask the driver of that truck, he made a conservationist.
Image description: Jesse, male scientist, holding adult Blanding’s Turtle (Emydoidea blandingii). Photo by Talia
Greenblatt.

Interested in being highlighted? Fill out this survey: https://forms.gle/5SqFn4FsFfKpBhTSA

News from PARC
New Co-Chairs of the PARC National Joint Steering Committee are Becca Cozad and Daren Riedle
Department of Defense PARC has completed the Gopher Tortoise and Florida Pinesnake Best
Management Practices. Click here to view all DoD PARC resources.
Amphibian and Reptile Conservancy has a new website with updates on Priority Areas for Amphibian
and Reptile Conservation (PARCA). Click here to check it out.
The North American Strategic Plan to Prevent and Control Invasions of the Lethal Salamander
Pathogen Batrachochytrium salamandrivorans has been updated and with additional focus on
implementation of strategies. Click here for more information.

Other Announcements
The American Society of Ichthyologists and Herpetologists Joint Meeting of Ichthyologists and
Herpetologists is in Spokane, WA, July 27-31, 2022
The First Global Amphibian and Reptile Disease (GARD) Conference is in Knoxville, TN, August
4-10, 2022

NEPARC is hosting their annual meeting at Canaan Valley Resort in West Virginia, August 10-12,
2022

Hot Off the Presses! - Recent Publications
Books and Guides
Have you purchased your field guide? Check out the MWPARC Resources Page for excellent field
guides highlighting Midwestern herpetofauna!
Scientific Journal Articles Featuring Herps in the Midwest
Thermal Ecology of Northern Water Snakes. Rowe et al (2022) studied the thermoregulation
capacity of Nerodia sipedon in central Michigan wetland finding that thermoregulation peaked in
effectiveness in June-August and was effective for 4-6 hrs during mid-afternoon.
Rowe, John W., George, Tyler M., Martin, Chelsea E., and Mulligan, William P. 2022, Thermal ecology of Northern
Water Snakes (Nerodia sipedon) in a northern wetland in central Michigan.

Amphibian Biomass Export from Geographically Isolated Wetlands. Earl et al (2022) examined
the composition and temporal variation of biomass export by amphibians within ponds in Maine and
Missouri.
Earl, Julia E., Blomquist, Sean M., Harper, Elizabeth B., Hocking, Daniel J., Hunter, Malcolm L. Jr., Johnson,
Jarrett R., Osbourn, Michael S., Patrick, David A., Popescu, Viorel D., Rittenhouse, Tracy A. G., and Rothermel,
Betsie B.. 2022, Amphibian biomass export from geographically isolated wetlands: temporal variability, species
composition, and potential implications for terrestrial ecosystems.

Thermal Mismatch and Salamanders. Venesky et al (2022) compared the probability of
Batrachochytrium dendrobatidis (Bd) infection for two morphs of Eastern Red-Backed Salamanders
(Plethodon cinereus) exposed to different temperatures.
Venesky, Matthew D., DeMarchi, Joseph, Hickerson, Cari, and Anthony, Carl D. 2022, Does the thermal mismatch
hypothesis predict disease outcomes in different morphs of terrestrial salamander?
Want to see your research highlighted? Have you recently published on populations of amphibians or reptiles in the
Midwest? We want to hear about it! Please reach out to Jesse Sockman (sockman.15@osu.edu) and Danielle Galvin
(danielle.galvin@coyotes.usd.edu) if you would like to highlight your research.
We want your feedback: What would you like to see in future volumes of our newsletter? Give us more
information by filling out this survey: https://forms.gle/Hz9ZkznEFfiTE8a48
Header photo description: Small, male Snapping Turtle (Chelydra serpentina) standing in grass, looking at the camera.
Photo by Danielle Galvin.
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