Reptile and Amphibian Surveys Using Artificial Cover Boards at St. Croix National Scenic Riverway

Objectives:
To determine distribution, population trends and relative abundance of reptiles and amphibians (snakes, lizards, toad, frogs and salamanders).  To provide environmental education opportunities.  To determine feasibility of using artificial cover for monitoring population trends of reptiles and amphibians.

Findings and Status:

Artificial cover boards were used to document reptiles and amphibians in 1999 and 2000 at St. Croix National Scenic Riverway.  Eight arrays of cover boards were placed in 1999 at four general locations.  At each general location one array each was placed in a grassland and a forested area.  Due to theft and poor site selection, two sites were moved for the 2000 field season.  In 1999 and 2000, the artificial cover attracted four species of amphibians and six species of reptiles including two amphibians and three reptiles previously undocumented for the park.

Artificial cover boards were constructed as described by Heyer (1994).  They consist of a six foot 2x12" board with two six foot 2x6" boards laid on top.  They are separated from the 2x12 by placing incomplete rows of 0.25 inch lathe boards down the length of the 2x12 so that one edge of the 2x6 rests directly on the 2x12 and on one edge on lathe.  The edges of the second 2x6 rests on one and two lathe boards.  This creates a space between the boards that varies from 0 to 0.5 inch.  Animals can hide between the boards with the lathe dividing the space allowing size preference for the space.  Animals seeking cover can also hide directly under the 2x12 as it lay on the ground.  At the Marshland sites, additional cover was placed in July and August.  This cover consisted of 21 or 26 pair (forested or grassland sites respectively) of two inch cross-sectional slices of downed trees, 12-14 inches in diameter.

Volunteers and staff were used to check these boards on a regular basis.  These arrays were checked a total of 126 times in 1999 and 106 times in 2000.  Stated differently, the total times a cover board was turned over during the 1999 field season was 1482 times and 2626 times in 2000.  Three amphibians and six reptiles were documented, weighed, measured and released in 1999 and four amphibians and five reptiles were recorded during the 2000 field season.

…………………………1999…2000

----------------------------------------------

American Toad…………….11…..11

Spring Peeper……………….1……1

Wood Frog………………….0……1

Blue-spotted Salamander….19…..21

Brown Snake………………..2……2

Eastern Hognose Snake……..1……1

Fox Snake…………………...9…...0

Garter Snake……………….31……7

Redbelly Snake……………...9……8

Northern Prairie Skink…….26…...19

----------------------------------------------

TOTALS………………….109…..71

Frequency of encounter was determined at each array for each species for the two years combined.  Frequency of encounter is defined as N/T where N=(the number of individuals recorded) and T=(the number of boards turned over).  Northern prairie skinks were encountered at a rate of 25% at the Trego field site and was the highest frequency recorded.  Other notable rates obtained were: garter snake - 10% at Arcola field and 6% at Marshland field; fox snake - 12% at Arcola field; American toad - 3% at both River Road woods and Marshland woods; blue-spotted salamander - 3% at Marshland woods.  Also worth noting, when limited to September checks only, blue-spotted salamanders were encountered at rates of 6% and 7% in 1999 and 2000 respectively at the Marshland woods site.
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