n July 15, 2012, in a tributary

offof the Rappahannock River

called Toraskey Creek. Ben
Colteanx puncrures 2 can of sardines and haits
ahoop net. Within 15 minutes, he mows on.
He repeats the process, 20 tmes wezl, To
avoid bias, he does not thoose the sires; a
computer does. He will follow this same
routine each day, four days a week, three
woeks each month, untl the end of Ocsober

Coltesux, a docroral candidate in Derck

Johnson's Lab ar Virginia Commonwealth

University, s after snapping curtles (Ch)
serpentina). Snappers mean data, and daga is
what Colteaux needs 1a complete a four
pronged study structured to characterne the
snsity, distribution, habdtac use, and home

ranges of the snapping turtle in our ceastal
river systems. Data from the study will also
help assess the sustainability of the common
snapping turtle under current harvest rages in
Virginia

Colteaux will return in the moming w
check all traps, gather physical dama on
captured snappers, and armach 2 nusmbered tag
to one of the turtle’s pastesior marginal scutes
Should Colteaux find “by-carch” in anw wap
(a turtle that is not a snapper), the shell will be
notched befare release. The following =veek,
he will repeat the proces: in the Walkerton
area of the Mataponi River, then in Morris
Creek (Chickahominy watershed). These
tributaries represent a historic range of tartle-
harvesting intensitics, from consissendy
harvested (for che st 8-12 years) 1o yever
harvested,

Three feld seasore later, this pase
October in fact, Colteaus had completed the
process 2,640 times. He row has his daza.

Colteaux, a doctoral candidate at VCU, holds
the object of his research study-—an axtra
ardinary snapping turtie,

Ben Colteaux and Held technicians Stephany Helbig and Tyler Twyford set a

Thatsame July d:
a shallow creek off

vin 2012 in Glebe Gur,

e coastal warers of the

James River, John Gammeon, wirerman, baits
and sets 12 turde “pons” (eraps). He, to, is after
snappers. Smappers mean food. And money.
Before the nex high tide, he wll check each

pot, redease all other species of turtle as well as

any undersizad soappers and harvest what is
legal Whar be takes he will car or sell. He
records details of each catch in 4 norehook, a

waterman’s histocy of sorts. It’s a process
Gammaon has repeated cach sewon for halfa
century. "I kearned when Iwas 8 or 10 from my
father and from Norris (N.W/.} Nixon. 1
‘turcied” wich Notris in the summer. I've
trapged wirtles eveywhere around here. | have
gone in the Nottaway, James, Rappahannodk,
York, Mattaponi, and Piankatank. In those
days people might use a cane-pole with a hook
and line. No one | know uses a pole any more:

except Wayne Marsin, He's about 80 years old.”

Looking back, Gammon remembers
2 were plenty. As he sees & now,
wave changed for the worse. "Badk in
the '70s and "80s you might get 303400
pounds when you trapped. One time | think
| g0t 17 wuntles in one rrap! Now you are doing
good if you gee 6or 7.7

And dhar gocs seraight wo the crus of the
situation ss Gammon sees i, Today, Gam-

mon gives things 20 veass or so before 20 one

will be getting snappers anymore.

Gammon isn the only one concerned.
“In order m know whar is and is nor sastain
able, we need information pertaining to
populatioy dynamics of snapping turdes
inhabi i
like we have here in Virginia,” stazes JD

¢ large Coastal Plain river systems
Kleopler,

Kleopfer is a herp
in reptiles and amph

ians, with the Depart
ment (DCIF). He continues, “Historically,

gist, specilizing &

rtle trap | » Morris Creei

Coleaux racords :he length of the carapace
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Watarman John Gammon believes a mit

the focus on tarde harvest has been
conducted in closed-water systems, such as
lakes and reservoirs. To the best of my
knowledge, no one has investigated the
sustainability of a commercial harvest of any
species of turtle in a large open-water system.
And with the current harvest rates, we aren't
sure the commercial harvest of snapping
wittle is sustainable. This is why we started this
investigation. What we don't want to sce is the
snapping turtle go the way of the buffalo or
the passenger pigeon. Both were once
believed to be inexhaustible resources.”

More information is needed about snapping
wirtles in open river systems in Virginia,

Conservation Police Officer Lt. Scout
Naff also sees the need. “The enforcement of
the laws and regulations pertaining to the
harvess of snapping turdes helps to ensure
their presence in Virginia's ecosystems for
years to come. The snapping turde is a highly
skilled and adaprable predator that plays a
very important role in river, poad, and lake
ecosysterns throughout Visginia ™

Yet while Cobeaux's research may or may
not support Gammeon's contentions, his
analyses of Virginia’ licensing statiszics (since
2002) reveal trends thae are disconcertingly
reflective of whar Gammon sees, Trends like
these: In 2002 the reported number of
snapping turtles taken from Vieginias water-
ways was 648, or 11,522 pounds. By 2010,
the record showed 5,600 rurtles, or 98,000
pounds. The numbers dippedi in 2012 to
4,700 turtles, or 76,000 pounds, but retuen
with a vengeance in 2013 when a record
130,000 pounds, or about 8,508 turtles, were
taken from Virginia's waters! In ane year, the
harvest nearly doubles! Worse yer, the 2013
numbers are 13 times greater than those
recorded for 2002, And that is the reported
number taken, as harvesters self-report—a
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practice which opens the door to huma error
or the deciskon not to reper, In additior, these
numbers don't include rezreational harvesters
who take five or fewer turtles, as reposting is
not required at that fevel. (Recreztional
harvesting requires a valid fishing license;
commercial harvesters ase permitted. )

Clearly, there are questionss Why ase these
numbers exploding? Where are all these-turtles
going? Who is doing all this crapping? And the
big one: Can Virginia sustain a healthy
population of snapping tartles if the commer-
clal harvest rate continues unabated?

Even as science brings us cdoser to
determining the tippiag point between
uncontrolled harvesting and protective legis-
kgion, understanding “th: why” as well as “the

who" behiad the escalation in harvesting

numbers is also important in the dexision-
making process, According to Coleaus, “The
Last decade or so has seen the snapping mrde
switch from being a small-scale Farvest
supplying local food marcets 1o being ¢ lnge-
scale harvest for a ghobal markes The
internatioral demand has exploded, “argely
driven by the Asian market, as ther have
ovecharvessed  theiz own  native turde

28 Becwn

e

populations anc, more often than noe, it is
maore cost effectize w import virdes from the
Uniced States than it is to ser up large-scale
tustke farming operations.”

If “the why" tends to be global and
compkex, “the who" s specific and revealed in
state records. Celveaux shares hese staristics
“In 2002, there -was one harvester reportings
by 2013 there wete 26. Since 2008, out-of-
state watermen bave accounted for, on aver-
e, 70 percent of the toral ke from Virginia,
wich the high being 88 percent in 2010. So i=
2010, about nine our of every ten watermer
were from out of state, Records also show thae
ou-of-state harvusters are comeng farther into
Viginia and covering a greater area, whick
may be an indization thar areas are being
fished our. We know this because reports
include the county name and landmarks
whete the harvesting s done.”

When asked if the warters where he traps
are being affeced, Gammon replies, “In
cestain places, yes. A lot of them. Especially &
yo 1 have navigable water. In shallow water
where it’s hard work, you can sill gera rurde.
1 have 20 pots and | never use more than 13
or 16. You know someone is coming behind
yo 1 to take thers, You think, ‘T've goc my
share.” You don't iry 1o take them all. You wane
to leave some s they are there next vear
When they're cleaned out, you get nothing.”

Veteran Conservarion Police Officer Sgr.
Rizhard Gaszka understands the concerns.
“Wie know that merthes are slow to reproduce
It vould take decades for them 1o recover ¥
they are over-hamvested. If thas happens ther:
can be a major ecological impace down th:
road that cannot be seen at this tme. [n
wi dlife law enforcement we need 10 know all
aspects of an iss s to be effective. I'm inter-
ested in what this research will show, as we
nexd e know -he biology of the wildlif:
resources we're protecting, It helps us effec
tively do our jobs”

While protecting our manaral resources
paamount to the Departmert, finding thae
ba.ance between commerce and permitting
regulations, as well as addressing isues such
thase Gammon raises is also important. As
Kl:zopfer points out, “No osher species of
turtle in Vieginia grows large enough or has
population sizes large enough to possibly
support 2 commercial harvest,..and ch:
commercial harvest of snapping turdes foc
cossumprion has been around foe avery long
time.

v' o
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An exporential increass in commerc al harvesting of snapping turthes for foreign

[

markets

owver the 0ast ten years has DGIF biologists extrem2ly concerned

Yet despite its historic foothald, data
relaced 1o the curreny and ever-inzreasing
harvest nambers indicate an inverse relation
ship has evolved, one that is not faverable o
the commonwealth. “In Vieginia " states
Colteaux “the permit oot is the same-whesher
vou are a Virginia resident or an out-of-state
waterman. Given that roughly 80 percent of
the snappers commercially harvested in
Virginia are sold our of state, Virginia Joses
mast of the tax revenue and is beft with very
litele inceme from an industry that continues
to grow and impact o namural resocrces,”

Right or wrong, Gammon sees tie influx
of out-of-state harvesters as the biggeat part of
the problem, “The situation has goten ourt of
hand. If they allow them [out-of-ssate har-
vesters] o keep coming in, with the amount
of gear they have, the snappers will all be
gone." Asked how thar will affect him,
Gammon is direct: "It affects me because | like
doing it. | get a litde money each year. [ they
keep up the way it is, there will be nothing
lefr”

When decision time comes, Gammon
knows what he wantz, “There should be a

quota on the number of turtlzs and pounds
you can take, Thete should be a limit on the
number of poss you can ser. They are amazing
creatures! | hopesomeone takes notice. Thats
alll can say.”

Colteaw pats it this way: “The fact tha
Asian trtk pop alations have crashed, largely
dve w overharvesting, should serve asa wamn-

In2 1o any state or country that is exporting
thse animals 1o meet international demandl
That indudes Vrginia.” #

Coedd Browem is a revined svcber amd whoo!
ABiiaTTaY,

RESCURCES
* “AGuide ko the Turties of Virgnia™
VDGIF, Specal Publcatondo. 4
wwishepCGIF.com
* Virginia Herpelological Society.
WA VG herpedo socedy.com/
repslkestutiesturdes of vigina.htm
* Vinginia Ins§iute of Marine Science:
Search on Snapping Tutle, waw vims &y
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