Permit Information  re. Pitfall Trapping and Taking of Voucher Specimens for Chihuahuan Desert Reptile and Amphibian I&M 

Introduction:  

This document should provide all the necessary information relative to obtaining permits regarding pitfall trapping and the taking of voucher specimens on park land.  We have already obtained collection permits from both New Mexico Game and Fish and Texas Parks and Wildlife.  

The following schedule reflects our current plans for our first visits to each park and the locations where we would like to install our pitfall trap arrays:

May 5-6:  White Sands National Monument.  Install pitfall arrays near administration                                                                                                                                                                                                       buildings, by ponds east of administration buildings, and near dunes off main park road.

May 7-8:  Carlsbad Caverns National Park.  Install pitfall arrays near Rattlesnake Springs, in bajada near sewage treatment ponds, and, if possible, in Walnut Canyon near Grammer Seeps.

May 9:  Guadalupe Mountains National Park.  Install pitfall arrays in McKitrick Canyon, Dog Canyon, and at Choza Springs near road.  

May 12:  Fort Davis National Historic Site.  Install pitfall arrays in Hospital Canyon and in the intact scrub in NE corner of park.

May 13-14:  Big Bend National Park.  Install pitfall arrays in as yet undetermined locations.

May 15:  Amistad National Recreation Area.  Install pitfall arrays near San Pedro Campground, in thornscrub near shooting range, and in fenced off area protected from cattle grazing near Long Point.

Additionally, we would be very appreciative if each park could temporarily provide us with the shovels and picks/pulaskis necessary for the pitfall trap array installation.  This would save us valuable space in vehicles that will already be heavily laden with the materials necessary for pitfall trapping, as well as all our other field gear.

Pitfall Traps:

Pitfall traps are commonly used in reptile and amphibian inventory efforts, and are particularly useful for documenting secretive, small, nocturnal animals.  A pitfall trap array consists of four 5-gallon buckets, each completely sunken into the ground.  The buckets are connected by low walls (approximately 10 meters in length) constructed of silt fencing, such that three of the buckets connect to a central bucket in a triangular configuration.  Placing the silt fencing wall in the ground involves digging a shallow (max. 6”) trench and then using stakes to secure the wall in place.  Animals running across the ground come to one of the walls and turn left or right.  Whichever way they turn, they reach an open bucket and fall in.  

Generally we do not keep buckets open during the day because the bucket interiors can get very hot if the sun is shining inside them and kill the animals.  Therefore, the lids should be taken off the buckets about an hour before sunset, and should be replaced within two or three hours after sunrise once the animals inside are documented and removed.

During our first trip to the parks in early May, we will install three pitfall trap arrays in areas that will be both convenient to access and more likely to trap rare or hard to find species.  The pitfall traps should be run every night between May-September, or as often as possible.  As we will not be able to check the traps often, due to being in another park or in a remote part of the park, we will need help in running the pitfall trap arrays.  In the cases where we haven’t already arranged for a seasonal biotech or intern to check the traps for us, we hope to recruit park staff.  We will provide datasheets on which the people checking the traps can record the species of each animal captured and the time the traps were opened and closed.  In addition to providing invaluable data about the park’s herpetofauna, pitfall traps can be useful and fun for interpretive purposes because everyone can get a good look at the animals inside.   

Vouchers:

One of the most controversial aspects of conducting reptile and amphibian inventories in National Parks is the collection of voucher specimens.  The main reason voucher specimens need to be collected is that there is no other way to prove to future researchers that we have identified species correctly.  Correctly identifying animals is always important in an inventory, but is of particular importance for this one because the inventory will be used as a baseline for monitoring efforts.  If future researchers cannot find one of the species we locate in the park, they will have no way of knowing if the species has been extirpated from the park, or if we simply misidentified something else, unless there is a voucher specimen stored in a museum that the researcher can look at.

Voucher specimens also serve numerous important secondary purposes, such as providing information about species distributions; data regarding morphology, diet, and reproduction that may vary throughout the range of a species; and genetic material that can be used to learn about how species are related to each other and whether a subspecies or population should be elevated to the species level.  Furthermore, species classifications are in constant flux, and if a species is split into two new species, the only way to know which species you now have may be to examine a specimen that was collected from the park.  

In the past, herpetologists collected every individual reptile and amphibian they found during survey efforts.  However, such draconian methods are not as necessary today because there are many representatives of most U.S. species in collections.  Furthermore, collecting everything you see is hardly compatible with the National Park Service’s resource protection mandate or modern conservation values.  Today, it is more common for herpetologists to only collect one individual of each species during an inventory of a National Park or other discrete area.  

We will usually collect and voucher only one specimen of each species we find at a park, regardless of whether it has been previously documented from the park.  In the case of whiptail lizards ( Cnemidophorus spp. ), our state game and fish permits authorize us to take up to 10 individuals of each species, and we may have to do so due to difficulty in differentiating species visually during field surveys and the complex and fluctuating systematics of the Cnemidophorus lizards in general. Although euthanizing animals is unpleasant for most National Park Service personnel and for our crew, every effort will be made to ensure that no animals suffer, our staff will be properly trained in euthanization procedures, and we will not take a voucher if there is any possibility that the removal of one animal from the park will have a measurable effect at the population level.  Also, we will use animals found dead (i.e., road-killed animals) as voucher specimens whenever possible.  Therefore, the number of animals we have to euthanize may be reduced if park staff can be encouraged to look for, collect, document, and preserve (by freezing) reptiles and amphibians found dead on the roads or trails within the park boundaries.  

One important reason for vouchering an example of each species is that it enables us to provide a snapshot in time of the species present during our survey.  Researchers will be able to access these specimens 5, 10, 50, even 100 years from now and know without a doubt that those animals were present during the 2003-2004 survey.  Another important reason for collecting an example of every species is that specimens collected in the past have been scattered in dozens of museum collections throughout the country, making it very difficult to determine which species have been found at each park.  All specimens collected at each park during our inventory will remain property of the National Park Service, but will be permanently housed in the Museum of Southwestern Biology at the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque.  This is one of the most renowned state-of-the-art facilities for herpetological collections in the country, and it will be easy for future researchers to find out about and access all of the specimens we collect.  

We will also take photographs of all of the species we encounter in the parks.  Although these photographs cannot be used in place of voucher specimens because many reptile and amphibian species are difficult or impossible to positively identify from a photograph, especially to the subspecies level, these photographs should be useful for interpretive purposes. 

