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President’s Message

I nside T his I ssue

By Ray Bosmans

I hope that you and your family are enjoying a good summer. As one who enjoys gardening as well as caring for
turtles, I am quite pleased that this summer was not too
hot or as dry as many past summers.
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May Meeting Highlights

Based on what I’ve read on the Yahoo group, I can say
that MATTS members have been involved in many varied turtle-related activities throughout this summer. Many
people rescued turtles from highways. Most were success-
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Turtles everywhere are out roaming, finding their
way to places they shouldn’t be.

ful in saving the lives of many box turtles, snappers, and
other species of semi-aquatic turtles. Some turtles were
not as fortunate and were badly injured by cars but were
rescued by MATTS members and given veterinarian care.
These good deeds can be an example to other drivers.
This summer I’ve heard from many other people in my
area who moved a turtle or two off a road. One story that
I remember well is when our riding student’s mom, all
dressed up for work, stopped to push a large snapper off
a local road here in Howard County. To me, these stories
help restore one’s faith in the good nature of people.
Howard County still has a fairly good population of box
turtles and a lot of snappers. In my travels, I too saved
continued on page 18
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Mission Statement

Board of Directors

The Mid-Atlantic Turtle & Tortoise Society, Inc. is a
non-profit 501(c)(3) organization dedicated to promoting the responsible herpetoculture of turtles and
tortoises, promoting and supporting the study of chelonian natural history, and conserving mid-Atlantic
chelonian species and habitat.

Our Board of Directors is composed of members
who represent the mid-Atlantic region and who are
involved in various aspects of herpetology and herpetoculture.

Publication Information
Terrapin Tales, the official newsletter of the MidAtlantic Turtle & Tortoise Society, Inc., is published
three times each year prior to the regular meetings.
Articles may be sent to the Editor via regular or
electronic mail to:
MATTS Newsletter Editor
P.O. Box 22321
Baltimore, MD 21203-4321
Email: tes2do@yahoo.com
Please note that the Editor reserves the right to edit
submissions for length, clarity and appropriateness.
See the Editor’s Note on page 21.

Membership
Inquiries, new membership applications and renewals, change of address notifications, etc. should be
sent via regular or electronic mail to:
MATTS Secretary
P.O. Box 22321
Baltimore, MD 21203-4321
Email: membership@matts-turtles.org

Website and Message Board
•
•

www.matts-turtles.org
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/matts_members
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Maryland
Email: matts@matts-turtles.org
Keith Kelley – Vice President
Maryland
Lisa Alapick – Secretary
Maryland
Jim Kohler – Treasurer
Maryland
Katrina Smith – Adoptions and Rescue Program
Coordinator
Pennsylvania
Cell phone: 301-785-3390
Email: adoptions@matts-turtles.org
Trent Beck – Director-At-Large
Maryland
Scott McDaniel – Director-At-Large
Maryland
Gregg Pokrywka, M.D. – Director-at-Large
Co-founder and Past President
Maryland
Email: gpokmd@coimcast.net

Acknowledgements
Many thanks to the following MATTS members
and friends who contributed to this issue of Terrapin Tales: Ray Bosmans, Michael Christenson,
Julie L. Friedenberg, Victoria Mary Hollifield
DVM, Keith Kelley, Jim Kohler, Scott McDaniel,
Sue Muller, Kimberlee Mulliken, Dale Patterson,
Katrina Smith, and Kathy Waite.
2

Editor – Lisa Alapick
Art Director – JoEllen Friedenberg

October 2009

Terrapin Tales

Upcoming			

Meeting

Welcome to the October 2009 meeting of MATTS
Date: Saturday, October 10, 2009			

Time: 6:00 - 8:30p.m.

• 6:00 – 7:00 p.m. SOCIAL GATHERING – Enjoy delicious food while chatting with fellow
chelonian lovers, view the live turtles on display (pets and animals ready for adoption), and
browse our educational display and sales table of chelonian-related gifts.
• 7:00 – 7:20 p.m. FROM THE PODIUM
•

Announcements by the Board

•

Welcome and introduction of new MATTS members

•

Update on adoptions by Katrina Smith

•

Conservation Committee and ICC Reports

• 7:25 – 8:30 p.m. SPEAKER PROGRAM
•

“The A, B, C, D’s and even a few F’s: A Report Card of Captive
Breeding and Head-starting Efforts for Turtle Conservation”

David S. Lee is the Executive Director of the Tortoise Reserve in North Carolina. Formerly a
curator of birds and mammals at several museums, the major focus of his research is tropical
sea birds, but about 25% of his publications are on reptiles and amphibians. David has spoken
at MATTS events before and has packed the house with his lively, humorous presentations.
Place: Benjamin Banneker Historical Park & Museum located in Oella, Maryland. The old mill town
of Oella is nestled between Catonsville and Ellicott City in western Baltimore County.
The museum is located on 142 acres of stream valley woodland. The park is dedicated to the conservation of wildlife habitat and the preservation of the natural history of the land. This historic park
features panoramic nature trails, archaeological sites and living history areas, which recreate the
colonial farm and life of the Banneker family who purchased the land in 1734. The Museum includes
wonderful facilities for social gatherings and meetings.
Questions? Please call Ray Bosmans (410-531-2370).
From Baltimore... take I-695 to exit 15 Route
40 and go west towards Ellicott City; go 1 mile;
turn left at the traffic light onto Rolling Road; at
second traffic light turn right onto Old Frederick
Road; go 1.3 miles and turn right onto Oella Avenue (Banneker sign on corner); go 0.2 mile to
park entrance on the left.
October 2009

From Washington DC... take I-95 north
towards Baltimore; take exit 49 on the left to
I-695 towards Towson; follow Baltimore
instructions.
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Highlights of the May 2009
Meeting
By Lisa Alapick, MATTS Newsletter Editor

Rainy weather didn’t stop 42 MATTS members and friends
from attending the spring MATTS meeting at Banneker
Historical Park and Museum on May 16, 2009. Ray introduced new member Charlie Evan. MATTS member Trent
Beck generously donated multiple large aquariums and
fixtures that he obtained at a house going into foreclosure.
These expensive items were slated for the dump. Many
members took advantage of his thoughtfulness after the
meeting as he distributed the items to any takers.
Everyone is welcome to attend the next Board meeting
in August. The Board is working to help the Department
of Natural Resources (DNR) with a pamphlet about crab
excluders. The Snapping Turtle working group is taking
a break until the fall. The Huntley Meadows field trip is
planned for June 6th at 10 am. Located in Alexandria, VA,
this park features painted turtles, red-eared sliders, huge
snapping turtles, and beautiful aquatic birds. All are welcome, and the event is free.
Katrina Smith gave the adoptions report. A foot-long sulcata was stolen in Baltimore; please be on the lookout for
this animal. Katrina has taken in many painted turtles this
year. She brought a western painted to the meeting, which
was suffering from shell rot. Topaz the box turtle probably has a home nearby with a children’s educator. Katrina
does need 75-gallon aquariums.
Our speaker was Officer First Class Mike Lathroum with
the Natural Resources Police. His topic was “Maryland
Reptile and Amphibian Laws and Regulations.” Employed
at NRP for 20 years, Officer Lathroum is now stationed at
the Patapsco Valley State Park and is assigned to the Central Region of Maryland. His duties include teaching new
officers about the state’s reptile regulations.
Officer Lathroum answered the question, “Why do we
have laws and regulations?” Laws and regulations allow
conservation of the native population and allow people
to benefit from the animals while protecting them from
dangerous animals. Laws and regulations also protect animals from people. Currently, the number of reptiles and
amphibians are declining, and there are several reasons
for this: overcollection (due to poaching), habitat loss,
naturally occurring illnesses, environmental changes, and
commercialization.
Loss pertaining to reptiles and amphibians is governed by
the Lacey Act, which is a federal law amended in 1981.
This Act covers interstate and foreign commerce as well.
Enforcement measures include civil and criminal penalties.
The recent rockfish sting in Virginia is being prosecuted
4

under the Lacey Act. Another recent example is that of a
Vietnamese man who entered this country with dozens of
song birds strapped to his leg. A search warrant was issued
on the prospective buyer with an outdoor aviary who had
many illegally possessed birds. Another example is of a
Blanding’s turtles collection transported across state lines.
The illegal trade in wildlife is second only to illegal drugs
in the amount of dollars that changes hands.
The Endangered Species Act of 1973 (ESA) brought protection for threatened and endangered species in the United States and elsewhere. There are criminal and civil penalties for violating this Act. A common violation is when
people bring sea turtle products in this country from the
Philippines. These products are legal there but not here.
The traveler has the choice to surrender these items at the
border or to stand trial.

“The illegal trade in wildlife
is second only to illegal drugs
in the amount of dollars that
changes hands.”
Another prohibition of the ESA is listing a sea turtle shell
for sale. An actual sale does not have to take place for a
violation of the Act to occur.
The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has its own
set of regulations regarding chelonians. Most of us are
familiar with the minimum 4-inch carapace length on a
turtle, a measure enacted to prevent disease. Young children would sometimes put hatchlings in their mouths,
thus contracting Salmonella. Importing or selling turtles
under 4 inches can be used as the groundwork to charge
importers or sellers with the Lacey Act violation. There
are four exceptions to this rule:
1. Live animals used for bona fide educational or exhibit
purposes other than pets.
2. The sale and distribution of live turtles and viable
turtle eggs not connected with a breeder.
3. Live turtles and eggs for export only.
4. Marine turtles as these are covered under the ESA
Recently in Baltimore, a violation of the Act occurred
when a vendor was selling hotdogs, chips, and turtles
from the same cart.
Maryland state’s rules and regulations for criminal code
CR10-621 is known as the Dangerous Animals Act. This
Act prohibits keeping caimans, alligators, crocodiles, and
venomous snakes. Recently two albino monocle cobras
were removed from the city of Baltimore. Keeping these
snakes is a clear violation of this Act.
October 2009
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NR-10-2A is also called the Nongame and Endangered
Species Conservation Act. It is specific to individual species and is the state level of the federal ESA. This Act
pertains to plants and animals. Officer Lathroum showed
a picture of a painted sea turtle shell that was an “antique
exception.” If the object is 100 years or older, it can be
gifted and stay within the family but cannot be sold, according to the Act. Many now-illegal items were brought
in after World War II, and they also cannot be sold.
J. FRIEDENBERG

Ray Bosmans with Officer First Class Mike Lathroum,
whose expansive lecture was quite informative.

There are also Natural Resources Laws and Regulations.
NR-4-902 applies to taking diamondback terrapins for
commercial purposes. When crabs were on the decline,
fisherman were taking turtles for the pet trade. Officer
Lathroum stated that this law inadvertently created the
pet trade. An exception for this law is for aquaculture, and
one person in Maryland has a permit for this exception.
Officer Lathroum showed the group a picture of one of
240 diamondback terrapins that were seized in October
2006 from an individual who bought them at fixed prices
and then sold them via a website for $30 to $300 each.
Eventually, this practice got the attention of the Fisheries
Department. A National Aquarium vet inspected the terrapins and most were released.
NR-4-738 is a law about fishing restrictions, which applies to snapping turtles. There are restrictions in Charles
County on how the turtles can be caught; nothing could
be used that would pierce their shells. These turtles sell
for $1.50/pound live weight to wholesalers. Pharmaceutical companies pay $1 per turtle for red-eared sliders and
painted turtles.
COMAR is the Code of Maryland Regulations. This regulation defines what a turtle is, acceptable methods for taking turtles, and how to measure snapping turtles. It also
defines the season in Charles County. COMAR regulations prohibit destroying female eggs or their nests. Commercial fishermen need a permit to catch turtles. Officer
Lathroum showed a slide from Operation Shellshock of
men in New York picking up turtles to sell them. Lacey
Act charges are in the works for this crime.
NR-5-209A is also known as State Forests and Parks Act.
Montgomery County argued in court in Annapolis that
turtles should be wildlife instead of fish. Anything in water was considered a fish (including turtles). The regulation
was changed to read “finfish” to differentiate between fish
and turtles. The regulation states that people in a state
park cannot feed, touch, tease, frighten, or intentionally
disturb wildlife.
October 2009

Law 10-902 regarding Permits and Licenses indicates
that citizens must have a permit or license in Maryland to
possess a native animal. This is the Act that defines the
well-known Lists A, B, and C. List A contains the most
common turtles that can be lawfully possessed, bred, and
traded. List B refers, in part, to spotted, wood, and diamondback terrapins. List C includes turtles that cannot
be possessed, bred, or commercially traded and includes
northern map, bog, and spiny softshell turtles.
Keepers cannot possess more than four of each type on
List A, and the animal can be wild-caught. If there are
more than four, a permit is required. For List B, a permit
is required, and only one of each turtle can be possessed.
Only one turtle in total can be wild-caught. Permits run
on a calendar year and cost $25, and the permittee can
breed the animal. It is unlawful to take wild-caught animals using methods such as hook lines, chemicals, or anything that would pierce their shell. The Act notes recordkeeping requirements as well. A bill of sale or certificate of
origin is acceptable to note where the animal came from.
The permittee must allow DNR to enter and inspect these
records. Permits can be revoked for violations. Violations
are considered misdemeanors, and the maximum penalty
is $1500. There is a grandfather clause for any keeper who
has more than one chelonian, which was acquired before
March 31, 2008.
Permits are an important instrument for keeping the public safe. One sad example is when a cleaning crew found
two western diamondback rattlesnakes in an apartment
in Glen Burnie, MD, after an eviction occurred. Officer
Lathroum and his staff confiscated these animals and sent
them to a facility that could handle these venomous reptiles.
Officer Lathroum’s detailed discussion of Maryland’s laws
and regulations answered many members’ questions and
provided an insight into reasons for these laws and regulations. Officer Lathroum and his fellow NRP officers cannot do their job alone, however. If anyone knows of any
violations, that person can contact Officer Lathroum at
(410) 356-7060 or mlathroum@dnr.state.md.us. Callers
can remain anonymous if they desire. Questions on permits can be directed to Mary Goldie at (410) 260-8546.
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October 2009 Adoptions
Report
By Katrina Smith, Adoptions and Rescue Program
Coordinator, Yahoo Group Moderator

Let’s just say it’s been another busy, strange year for
adoptions.
In early June, 96 hatchling red-eared sliders were confiscated from two separate street vendors in Baltimore City.
The vendors could face fines of up to $1,750 and 1 year in
prison. The baby turtles were turned over to MATTS and
are up for adoption. State regulations in Maryland, as well
as federal regulations, make it illegal to sell a turtle under
4 inches in straight-carapace length. Maryland also makes
it illegal to possess a turtle under 4 inches unless one has a
Department of Natural Resources (DNR) Captive Reptile
and Amphibian permit, no matter if the turtle is native or
not. Unfortunately, there has been an uncommonly high
mortality rate for this group of turtles. Although we expect to see a high mortality for street vendor turtles because of the poor care they usually receive before sale, this
group has had a 72% mortality rate. This group of turtles
are probably “refrigerator babies,” hatched late in the season last year at a turtle farm in the southern United States,
then placed in artificial hibernation after hatching and
kept there until sold to a retail vendor. The turtles often
die soon after their sale, but the seller is long gone by that
time. Please help turtles like these by reporting the sale of
undersized sliders to the authorities. In Maryland, contact
the Natural Resources Police dispatch at (410) 260-8888.
In other areas, contact the regional Food and Drug Administration (FDA) office and/or animal control. Both
phone numbers can be found in the blue pages of a phone
book.
On a happier note, MATTS was able to release 12 juvenile
northern red-belly turtles back into the wild. In December, as unlikely as it sounds, a group of baby turtles was
found emerging from the ground next to a driveway in
Calvert County, MD. They were immediately given to a
wildlife rehabber, and some of the turtles were still in the
process of hatching from the egg when turned over to the
rehabber. Because they were originally identified as redeared sliders, which are not native to Maryland, MATTS
was asked to take them. After the turtles made their way
into foster care (some still had an egg tooth and remnants
of a yolk sac), they were identified as native northern redbelly turtles (Pseudemys rubriventris), which can resemble
hatchling sliders. The turtles were raised in foster care
and kept separate from other turtles. Because they had
been held in captivity for several months, we had to get
permission from DNR to release them back into the wild.
Happily, we received permission, and in early August, 12
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silver dollar-sized juveniles went back to their native river
habitat in Calvert County. It’s especially gratifying because
the adoptions program rarely gets to release animals into
the wild. Normally when a turtle comes to us, it has to
stay a pet for one reason or another, either because it was
kept with other animals, it came from another location
that can no longer be identified, its history is unknown,
the original habitat is no longer available, or it’s been a pet
for too long and releasing it could be dangerous to the native habitat or to the turtle. It feels good to be able to send
something back into the wild.

“Because they had been held
in captivity for several months,
we had to get permission from
DNR to release them back into
the wild.”
Also in the Happy Tails section of Petfinder.com, there is
“Stumpy,” the male red-eared slider who was surrendered
during our last meeting. Stumpy and his cohorts were
sold illegally as hatchlings from a Myrtle Beach, SC, tourist store and brought back to Maryland. He had a good
home -- maybe a little too good. When he hit the “teenage
years” at about 4.5 inches long, he was placed in with a
female. Stumpy “flashed” at his new friend, who promptly
bit him in a tender part of the male anatomy, thus earning Stumpy his name when he had to have the bitten appendage amputated. The original keepers couldn’t afford
to get veterinary care for Stumpy, so he was surrendered
to MATTS. Stumpy recovered with the help of the team
at Chadwell Animal Hospital in Abingdon, MD, and was
adopted along with other male aquatics by a family with
a fenced-in backyard pond. There’s also an important lesson here -- not all turtles need a friend or a buddy, and
mixing two turtles in a captive environment can have dire
consequences if the turtles aren’t compatible or there’s not
enough space.
Other Happy Tails include Topaz and Jade, the two badly
deformed eastern box turtles that were mentioned at the
last meeting. They were adopted by a family in Ohio that
also does educational presentations. Some of you also saw
an uncommonly large goldfish at the last meeting. She
started as a feeder fish for a red-eared slider who never ate
her, and the fish and turtle lived in a 75-gallon aquarium
together for 6 years until the owner had to relocate due to
a divorce and job loss. The goldfish was almost as big as
the turtle by this time! When a homeowner in Pasadena,
MD, wanted a turtle for her fenced-in backyard pond but
was worried about a turtle eating her goldfish and koi, I
knew we had just the turtle - and fish - for her! They were
adopted together in June and settled in nicely.
October 2009
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We have many turtles for adoption. Most are in the Baltimore area, but shipping can be arranged for long-distance
adoptions. Of course there are hatchling red-eared sliders, because in addition to the Baltimore babies, we’ve
received, surrendered, and confiscated hatchlings from
the Washington Humane Society and the Prince George’s
County animal control. We also have:
•

Adult male 8” Florida redbelly turtle (Pseudemys nelsoni).

•

Adult 12” common snapping turtle (Chelydra serpentina
serpentina). A fenced-in backyard pond or a basement
pond would be best for this turtle, where he should
be the only turtle.

•

Adult and sub-adult female red-eared sliders (Trachemys scripta elegans), including one feral 10” female found
crossing the road in Pennsylvania, who started laying
eggs when she was picked up. Since red-eared sliders
are not native to the East Coast, she can’t be released
to the wild, but she would like a fenced-in backyard
pond to call home now. A 75-gallon tank would be
acceptable for the other sliders, who have been indoor
pets all their lives.

•

Male three-toed box turtle (Terrapene carolina triunguis),
captive bred, about 10 years old, used to hibernating
outside.

•

Eastern box turtles (Terrapene carolina carolina) of both
genders. Some are “scratch and dent” and cannot
hibernate outside, although they‘d love an outdoor,
screened-in backyard enclosure for the summer. Some
might still need minor veterinary attention, such as
having epoxy patches replaced in a few months.

•

Sulcata tortoises (Geochelone sulcata) of various sizes.

•

Razorback musk turtle, about 4” (Sternotherus carinatus).

fostered turtles, procured supplies, and donations; who
manned educational tables, answered questions, found
new adopters; and who generally helped me keep my sanity
over the years.

“We’ve been seeing more
Russian and red-foot tortoises
for adoption, so if you’re
interested in one of those,
please let me know.”
Legalities: In most states it’s perfectly legal to have baby
turtles, although Maryland residents need to obtain a DNR
permit to have a turtle under 4 inches. The Maryland permit is $25 per year/per person and must be renewed annually as long as the turtle is under 4 inches. (Further regulations apply to keeping native turtles in Maryland.) Those
interested in breeding turtles or adopting a juvenile turtle
in Maryland should contact the DNR permits coordinator at (410) 260-8540 or visit http://www.dnr.state.md.us/
wildlife/captive.asp. New Jersey residents also need a permit to keep turtles and can contact the New Jersey Department of Fish and Wildlife at (609) 292-9591 to request
an application. Currently, we CANNOT place NATIVE
turtles in Pennsylvania, New York, or points north due to
state regulations passed in the last few years. Please check
your state regulations when considering acquiring a new
reptile.
Contact Katrina Smith at matts_adoptions@hotmail.
com or (301) 785-3390 (cell) if interested in adopting,
fostering, or transporting a turtle. We especially need
people to transport animals from northern Virginia to
Baltimore and to and from Delaware or the Maryland
Eastern Shore.

We’ve been seeing more Russian and red-foot tortoises (Testudo horsfieldii and Geochelone carbonaria) for
adoption, so if you’re interested in one of those, please
let me know. We’re also seeing more snapping turtles
for adoption, so keep an ear out for anyone wanting a snapping turtle. They’re obviously hard to place!
To see what animals are available for adoption day-to-day,
visit www.matts.petfinder.com or join the MATTS Yahoo
Group. You never know what might show up “on the door
step” on any given day.
A special thank you goes out to Jeff Popp, Ray and Joan
Bosmans, Keith Kelley, Lisa and Sherri Alapick, Sandy Barnett, Vicky Clem, Sam Bell, Natalie Primak, Sue
Mohring, Pat Nelson, Alex Siess, Dave Lee, Diana Spendelow, Jim Kohler, and many others who have helped
shuttle turtles to the vet, rehabbers, and new homes; who
October 2009
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The North American Wood
Turtle
By Keith Kelley

Taxonomy:
Glyptemys insculpta (first described in 1830 by John LeConte
as Clemmys insculpta).

Range:
Maine down through northern Virginia, Wisconsin, eastern Minnesota, northern Michigan, Nova Scotia, southeastern Ontario, and southern Quebec.

Description:
Brown carapace with well-defined concentric growth
rings, giving the shell a sculptured appearance. The plastron is yellow with a dark blotch on each scute. The head
is black in color. Specimens from the western part of their
range exhibit a yellow skin color, while specimens from
the east have an orange skin color.

Size/Sex:
Ranges in size from about 7-9 inches. Males have larger
heads, longer/thicker tails, heavier legs and claws, and a
concave plastron. Females have smaller heads, shorter/
thinner tails (anal opening not beyond the posterior edge
of the carapace), and a flat plastron. Females stay slightly
smaller than the males. Sex cannot be determined until
about 4-5 inches in length.

Habitat:
Wood turtles utilize a wide variety of habitats. These include unpolluted rivers, streams, wetlands, forests, meadows, and pastures. Their movement is typically along a
water course, and they are not found more than several
hundred yards from water. Their home range can be several hectares (1 hectare equals 2.4 acres) in size. The land
is used for basking, hiding, and hunting for food. Wood
turtles use the water for hunting for food, cooling, mating, and hibernation. Depending on the location, they
typically hibernate from November through February.
These are cold-hardy turtle with eyewitness accounts of
them swimming under ice.

Mating/Nesting:
Mating occurs with greatest frequency in the spring but
can occur several times throughout the summer. Males
are very aggressive breeders and can drown females. Preferred nesting sites include direct sunlight, a well-drained
sandy soil not subject to flooding, and a rock- and root-free
substrate. Eggs are usually deposited in June and hatch
in about 70 days. Females typically lay 8-10 eggs that are
about 1.5 inches long. Hatchlings will overwinter in the
nest if they hatch too late in the season. Hatchlings look
8
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This wild North American wood turtle was spotted in
Allegany County, Maryland.

like the adults, minus the yellow or orange coloring. Their
tail is just as long as their shell, and they can be confused
with a baby snapping turtle to the untrained eye.

Diet:
A true omnivore that takes advantage of the seasonal availability of foods. Favorite foods are blueberries, raspberries,
strawberries, earthworms, insects, and mice. Hatchlings
are more carnivorous and prefer live food items. Wood
turtles can eat on land or in the water.

Special Facts:
Nickname is “old red-legs.” Wood turtles are considered
very intelligent in the chelonian world. (You should see
mine come running at dinner time.) They are great climbers and have been known to scale a chain-link fence. They
have been observed “stomping for worms” where they
raise up on the front feet, quickly pulling in their limbs
and letting their plastron thump the ground, hopefully
resulting in the appearance of earthworms to consume.
I have witnessed this in some of my captive-bred wood
turtles.

Natural Predators:
Raccoons, skunks, opossums, birds, frogs, snakes, etc. can
cause a high rate of predation of the eggs and young. Some
adults in the wild are missing a limb. Like other turtle species, they suffer from human activity (road kill, poaching,
habitat destruction). If lucky, they can live 50+ years.

Pros/Cons:
A permit is required to keep even one wood turtle. The
turtle cannot be obtained from the wild. Fortunately,
captive-bred hatchlings are readily available for about $75.
This is an intelligent, medium-sized turtle that is coldhardy, rarely gets ill, and is not a finicky eater.
October 2009
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Tale of a Wilderness Wanderer
By Scott McDaniel

As the heavy weight of the August sun hovers above me,
I scramble to the shade of a mighty oak tree to think back
on the season that is rapidly coming to an end. It’s amazing how fast time slips away, like crumbling sediment
flowing down a cool mountain stream. I can’t help but
laugh when considering that the very creatures which long
for the warmth of that giant ball of burning gas in the
early spring months now cower from its fury. I guess we
are the same in that way. We as humans never seem happy
with our environment. I used to hate the change of seasons as a kid, but I think the older I get, the more I look
forward to it.
Maryland winters can drag on for what feels like an eternity, especially when you enjoy herping as much as I do. For

S. McDaNIEL

Once the ice begins to thaw, it is time to put all my research to work. Reptiles or no reptiles present (usually
the latter), I have experienced the great American landscape that so many will die never knowing existed. I feel

“The invention of the
Internet, coupled with GPS
technology,has transformed the
muddy field guide days of my
youth into a well-oiled
exploration machine.”

S. McDaNIEL

endless months, it seems the icy claws of Mother Nature
scrape at vinyl siding if only daring us to enter the forbidding frozen landscape. I can’t help but feel depressed during those times, as if an old friend had moved away, never
to be seen again. The bitter chill is good for one thing
though, causing us to slow down and catch up.
Much like the creatures I spend countless hours seeking
out in the warm months, I disappear for a while only to
emerge refreshed and full of vigor. It’s at these times when
I chip away at the vast pool of information now so readily available. The invention of the Internet, coupled with
GPS technology, has transformed the muddy field guide
days of my youth into a well-oiled exploration machine.
That’s not to say I don’t still have my trusty Peterson’s guide
tucked away somewhere in my camera pack. These days, I
can usually be found with aerial map printouts, research papers, blog postings, and detailed habitat descriptions from
multiple scientific sources. Having those “eyes in the sky”
opens up a world that would otherwise never be trekked.

fortunate to have slept under the stars, climbed to the
tops of mountains, and paddled through vast swamplands where humans seldom go. I have found some of
the most amazing creatures in parks that are barely mentioned on most road maps, remote ponds I walked by
dozens of times without knowing what was just over that
next hill, and unique habitats otherwise not considered.
As the browns transition into greens, I become alive. All
those months of hibernation in front of a computer screen
now pay off! Or maybe not? Nature has its own time table,
which we humans never seem to agree with. I have ventured out on countless excursions after deciding that yes,

S. McDaNIEL
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it’s warm enough; the turtles are ready to start basking.
Our little shelled friends are not bound by the restraints of
our text books it seems. I have seen painted turtles basking in February, an ice cube in the shape of a snapping tur-

our reptiles slow down after the mating and egg-laying
frenzy fades away. They are still around; they just seem to
sit back and enjoy their hard work, preparing for the harsh
times ahead. Once you have the timing right, you have to
find out where they are supposed to be.

“Almost any turtle that you
would like to enjoy as a pet can
easily be found born in
captivity.”

S. McDaNIEL

tle hatchling, and box turtles refusing to leave the comfort
of their cold-weather homes well into May. I often would
become impatient, even angry after hiking miles without
any signs of reptilian life, when all conditions in my mind
said things were just right. Turtles, especially, often don’t
agree with us on our idea of the “perfect day.”
Most of our standard programming is wrong. I used to
wonder why it was so difficult to find box turtles on a
nice sunny day in a pristine grove of forest. It turns out
that the old saying is true: that “the early bird gets the
worm.” Our florescent land dwellers must be after that
same worm crop since they are found in much greater
numbers by those who set their alarm clocks a little earlier. It is ingrained in me that summer is turtle time, but
it’s really late spring when I can see them in great numbers. Once the water heats up, there is less motivation for
aquatic turtles to bask, and the stagnant heat is often too
oppressive for terrestrial species to be visible to our naked
eyes. Others, like bog and spotted turtles, more or less
disappear after June, leaving only a short window if you
even know how to find them. From my findings, most of

Above all else, finding the right habitat is often the most
daunting task. If they are there and you know how to find
them, you probably can. Even when you think you have
it right, our armored friends will tell us that they don’t
always fit into what we deem to be where they should
live. That’s the real trick, and enough negative findings
can have an impact on someone as busy as myself. I have
kayaked acres of marsh to find out that the salinity was
either too low or too high to spot terrapins. I have traveled
alongside waterways that were too deep for spotted turtles.
I have hiked along miles of wooded creeks well within the
claimed range of the wood turtle without spotting a single
specimen, most likely because of past human interference.
I have found these species and almost every other species
native to inland Maryland this year, but it was never easy
for most, and that exhilaration when discovering a species
for the first time in the wild is unparalleled by any drug
out there I’m sure. This is what makes all the mosquito
bites, sunburn, and cut-up skin worth it. Being in the outdoors is fantastic, but most of our turtles aren’t necessarily found in places that are comfortable for humans. Of
course, this may be their only hope for survival.
Perhaps the most discouraging factor in these times of
environmental decline is the absence of species in key
habitats. With all the unique tools to seek out wildlife in
its natural setting, the odds are still against us. Through
years of pollution, overcollecting for the pet trade, and

S. McDaNIEL
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wilderness fragmentation, we have lost the great numbers
we once had. I have read about population declines for
years, but it wasn’t until I really got out there that I could
see it for myself. I have read historic accounts of many
species and even recall finding individuals as a kid that I
have never seen since in those same areas. It goes to show
you how important habitat is, and protecting these lands
is the greatest gift we can pass down to future generations.
I must stress that a great part of growing up is that now I
can enjoy wildlife through the lens of a camera. While exploring our beautiful lands, we must make as little impact
as possible, and almost any turtle that you would like to
enjoy as a pet can easily be found born in captivity. Please
leave them where you find them so others can marvel at
them, and they can continue contributing to the ecosystem as they had before you crossed their path.
There is one last piece of the puzzle, however, as we inch
towards autumn. The vigorous efforts of the spring pay
off as a new generation, a new hope, breaks free of the
earth from which it formed. Tiny warriors carry, on their
quarter-sized carapaces, the hope for the future of their
species. If they survive the few months inside their eggs
without being devoured by raccoons, then they are better off than most. If they find their way to cover without
being snatched up by a crow, then better yet. If they can
only locate food and elude all the constant arsenal of dangers for a little while, then their numbers can stabilize. If
they can keep doing this for the 5-to-10 years it will take
them to pay off the debt their parents left by laying a nest
of their own, then there is a chance the millions of years
in their making will not be in vain. I can’t help feeling a
kinship with these wanderers of our wilderness, trying to
escape the shackles of the modern-day world.
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Simple Tools and Tricks
of the Hobby
By Katrina Smith, Adoptions and Rescue Program
Coordinator, Yahoo Group Moderator

Many homeowners and do-it-yourselfers already know
about these products, but I’m still relatively new to all of
this. I only recently started using really large tanks for
housing foster turtles, as my own turtles aren’t big enough
yet for large aquatic setups, and until recently, I didn’t
have the room for 75- or 125-gallon aquariums or stock
tanks. Now that I have the space, I’m learning that I need
a new set of tools, too.
In the past, when I’ve had a mid-sized tank (20-55 gallons) dedicated to one animal or a set of animals for long
periods of time, I’d have a Python siphon dedicated for
that tank. The Python siphon is hooked up to a faucet at
a sink and uses the flow of water through a connection to
create a suction that draws water out of the tank, through
a length of tubing, and into the sink. A flip of the dial
allows water to fill the tank directly from the faucet, so
that no buckets are required to drain or fill a tank. Python
siphons come in 25- and 50-foot lengths, and they can be
purchased on-line or at most pet stores for about $50-$75,
depending on the length of tubing. They can be flushed
with a 10% bleach solution if there’s a contamination issue or when it’s time to use the siphon on a new set of
animals.
A Python siphon becomes impractical, though, if you
have very large tanks with large volumes of water or if
your tank sits below waist level. For large or low tanks
or ponds, a sump pump or utility pump comes in handy.
I recently purchased a utility pump from the plumbing
section of Home Depot. It’s not a submersible pump but
instead sits outside the tank and uses water hoses to control the flow of water. You need two lengths of garden
hose, one for the in-take and another for the out-take. The
utility pump comes with a short length of hose, so if you
only have one tank or one set of animals between several
tanks, you’ll only have to purchase another garden hose.
I like to have a washer with a screen between the in-take
hose and the pump; experience has taught me that gravel
and shed turtle scutes can cause problems with a pump.
After each use, make sure the screen isn’t clogged. Also,
make certain to read and follow the instruction manual.
Without reading the manual, I’d have never known that I
needed to add a tablespoon of food-grade mineral oil or
vegetable oil to the pump to keep it lubricated before each
use. Do not run the pump dry. Keep in mind that there’s
no on- or off-switch; you have to plug the unit in to turn it
on and unplug it to turn it off. That’s a bit of a problem if
you’re running around with wet hands trying to clean fil11
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ters and also making sure your pump doesn’t run dry! For
a single pond or large tank, a sump pump might be easier
to manage than a utility pump. However, this is impractical if you’re like me and have to worry about cross-contamination between several enclosures, as the sump pump
gets submerged in the enclosure and would be difficult to
disinfect. (Bleach will corrode metal parts over time.)
If you have several tanks and want to avoid cross-contamination between enclosures, purchase an in-take hose
for each enclosure, label it, and only use that hose for the
intended enclosure. Label your out-take hose, too, so that
you never accidentally use it to fill a tank or for other projects. A Sharpie is a good thing to keep in the garage, basement, animal room, or utility room, just for these types of
uses. Labeling my hot- and cold-water hoses has helped,
too, when trying to sort out the hoses while filling tanks.
Here are the specifics of the pumping system I use:
What: Flotec® Cyclone Pumping System Model FP
0F360AC (washer with filter and garden hose
purchased separately)
Where: Home improvement stores (Home Depot)
Cost: $88
Contact: http://www.flotecwater.com or 1-800-526-6832
Another tool that I’ve come to rely upon is a Dremel rotary
tool. A small cordless Dremel with a rechargeable battery
sells for about $50-$75 in most home improvement stores.
It can be used for cutting, grinding, drilling, and polishing. This comes in handy for making custom accessories
in a turtle enclosure, such as creating basking spots from
light diffusing “egg crate” screening. The edges of the cut
plastic are very sharp and have to be smoothed out before
being tied together with fishing line or electrical zip ties.
Also, a Dremel tool can be used to smooth out jagged
edges of a turtle shell or to notch an ID code into the
marginals of a turtle shell. This should only be undertaken with extreme care and ideally under the supervision
of someone who has experience in the procedure. For example, a Pennsylvania member was recently asked to take
in a painted turtle found roaming the neighborhood far
from water. The turtle was in good shape, other than being dehydrated, but he had a very jagged edge on one side
from having been chewed upon by a predator. Although
the injury had long since healed, the edges were so sharp
that the turtle could have injured itself at some point. A
quick pass of a Dremel smoothed out the shell, and the
turtle could be released without the worry that he’d cut
his leg on his own shell at some point in the future. Occasionally, painted turtles will develop very pointed cervical scutes over their neck and actually injure themselves
if handled. One of our adopted eastern painted turtles,
Lucky, had this condition, and Dr. Rhody had to smooth
12

out her scute with a Dremel tool. This was a risky business
as it was so close to the skin. A towel was used to keep her
head in the shell during the procedure.
Other uses for a Dremel, as well as instructions for many
home improvement projects that can be translated into
turtle projects, can be found at www.ehow.com.
Rubbermaid stock tanks are another item I’ve discovered
in the last year or so. They are basically gray plastic cattle
troughs. Although they aren’t as aesthetically pleasing as a
glass aquarium, they weigh much less, are harder to break,
and cost much, much less. Some come with drain plugs,
which can be fitted with spigots for easy draining. They’re
available in 50-, 70-, 100-, 150-, and 300-gallon sizes. A
100-gallon stock tank might cost $80-$100 at an agricultural supply store or specialty pet store, while a glass
aquarium at a pet store can easily cost $400. You can call
Rubbermaid at 1-800-810-7847 to get a price quote and
to find the nearest distributor. Unfortunately, shipping directly from Rubbermaid is likely to be cost-prohibitive, so
it’s better to find a distributor in your area and purchase
from there.
A 50-gallon Rubbermaid stock tank is an ideal indoor
enclosure for a spotted turtle or smaller species of mud
turtle. A simple stand can be made from milk crates or
cinder blocks with a skirt around it for aesthetics. A screen
can be made to fit the top, and for outdoor use, a locking
frame can be easily screwed into the edge of the tank. (If
you don‘t have power tools, the Dremel can be used to
start a hole for the screws.) This setup keeps out raccoons
and neighborhood children or keeps indoor pets from
getting into the tank.
Finally, for homes with indoor turtle enclosures and small
children or cats, dome light fixtures can have holes drilled
into their bottom edges, and the dome fixture can be
screwed onto the turtle screen, so that the heat light can’t
be tipped over. Again, the Dremel is good for making the
holes in the dome fixtures.
This past year has been one of great changes in how I keep
turtles that are rescued through MATTS. Tools like the
utility pump, the Dremel, and Rubbermaid stock tanks are
cost-effective and time-saving whether you keep a few or
many turtles. Give them a try and see what you think of
these tools and tricks for your turtle hobby.
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Tarmac Turtles
By Victoria Mary Hollifield, DVM

Why do turtles cross roads? It seems that the instinct to
return to nesting grounds is stronger than their fear of
cars, notwithstanding the obligatory gathering for the
survival of their species. When turtles crossing roads are
turned around and returned to the side they started on,
they will turn back around and restart their trek across the
asphalt. Unfortunately, the meeting of turtle and wheel
never goes well for the turtle. Because I have been amazed
many times at the amount of crush damage a turtle can
have and still survive, I wanted to put a word in for giving them a chance to make it instead of being so quick to
euthanize.

K. WAITE

TM recovered slowly after loosing her hind foot and
most of her tail after being run over by a car.

“Some hopelessly injured
turtles do, in fact, survive
when given a little help.”
TM is a female box turtle run over by a car. Her shell was
cracked open, and she lost her hind feet and most of her
tail. She was given pain relief, stabilized for shock, and her
wounds were dressed. Slowly but surely she recovered and
has never slowed down going turtle places, doing turtle
things, and meeting turtle friends. She is 21 years recovered from her car accident and thriving.

21 years later, TM is getting around just fine.

K. WAITE

Allie the Alligator is a snapping turtle, who was on her
way to lay her eggs when she was run over. (How can
someone not notice something that large in the road?)
Fortunately at that moment, a passing veterinarian saw
the accident and rushed her in for emergency care. We
quickly gave her pain meds, taped her shell together, and
treated her for shock. She was instantly feeling better in
her narcotic state of mind. We continued to support her
medically with fluids and nutrition as well as painkillers so
she could eventually heal.
Remember, it is always worth trying to save wounded turtles. Some hopelessly injured turtles do, in fact, survive
when given a little help.

K. WAITE

Allie the Alligator suffered severe wounds after being
carelessly hit by a car.

Victoria Mary Hollifield, DVM, is the owner and
senior veterinarian at Best Friends Veterinary
Hospital. Dr. Hollifield has over 15 years of experience in herp medicine and keeps three of her
own turtles in the hospital. She can be reached
at Best Friends Veterinary Hospital, 7600 Lindbergh Drive, Suite H, Gaithersburg, MD 20879.
The phone number is (301) 977-1881 and the website is www.bestfriendsvethosp.com.
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Creating a Herp-Friendly
Landscape
(Note: The following is an article that I wrote for the University
of Maryland Extension’s Home and Garden Information Center’s (HGIC) electronic newsletter. I wanted to share it with you.
To obtain more information from the HGIC, visit their website at
www.hgic.umd.edu. Their toll-free number for gardening questions is
1-800-342-2507.)

RG

By Ray Bosmans, Professor Emeritus and
MATTS President
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ened by vehicles road kills, wide-spread habitat destruction, and pollution. What can you do in your landscape to
attract and support a population of reptiles and amphibians?
Here is a quick checklist to help you:

J. FRIEDENBERG

Wildlife won’t be the only ones who will enjoy your
naturally made habitat.

What is a herp you may ask? “Herp” is short for herptile, which is a name that collectively includes reptiles and
amphibians. These amazing animals are a modern-day
throwback to the age of dinosaurs. Reptiles and amphibians are remarkably successful to have survived essentially
unchanged since the dawn of time. They are found in
almost every part of the world, and most have adapted
to many challenges, the greatest of which is the impact
(mostly harmful) of humans. These animals definitely deserve our respect.
The mid-atlantic region has a rich diversity of turtles,
snakes, lizards, salamanders, frogs, and toads. Herptiles
play a very significant role in nature. They eat pests such
as rodents (primarily the snakes); others feed on harmful
insects, slugs, and other destructive plant pests; and many
are also food for other animals. For example, the bald
eagle, which is making a comeback in Maryland, loves to
eat water snakes.
Aside from their role in the balance of nature, herptiles
are also an “indicator species” of environmental quality.
Reptiles and amphibians are very sensitive to pollutants in
the landscape. Their presence in your backyard is a good
indicator of a healthy environment.
Unfortunately, herps in our region are increasingly threat14

1. Limit the use of traditional insecticides. Use them only
when absolutely needed and only on the target plants.
Whenever possible, use bio-rational insecticides such
as insecticidal soap, horticultural oil, and biologicals.
Plant native plants that are more insect- and diseasehardy than many imported plants.
2. Avoid the overuse of lawn weed killers. Keep your
lawn mowed at the proper height of 2-3 inches for
cool season grasses, and weeds will be reduced. Hand
dig or spot treat weedy patches with a labeled weed
killer. Do not spray the entire lawn if weeds are only
patchy.
3. Avoid mowing your lawn in the late evening or at
night. Almost all species of reptiles and amphibians
are actively moving through the lawn at night. (Turtles are usually not very active at night except during
the egg-laying season of early summer.) Whether you
mow with a push or riding mower, always be on the
lookout for turtles, snakes, and toads. Box turtles are
the number one victims of lawn mower injuries.
4. Install an aquatic garden; it does not need to be large.
They are not too difficult to make (except for the digging). Planted with beautiful water lilies, an aquatic
garden will bring you great enjoyment. It also will
provide a refuge for frogs and toads to lay their eggs,
and a place for box turtles to drink and wade. Be sure
there are several easy places for turtles to climb out,
or else they will drown. To learn how to create your
own backyard pond, refer to HGIC publications #17
and 17A.
5. Provide cover for reptiles and amphibians to hide.
Convert some of your lawn into beautiful perennial
flower beds, ground covers, or shrubs. An open lawn
October 2009

Terrapin Tales
does not provide the needed protection for these small
animals to feel safe and secure. They are rather low on
the food chain and often need to hide
6. Leave a place in your yard a little “wild.” The entire
landscape does not need to be manicured. An area
that has a patch of wild growth, piles of leaves, or
branches provides places to hide and to hibernate
over the winter.
7.

When driving, be on the lookout for turtles crossing
the road. So many are killed by drivers who either
do not see them or simply don’t care. (Some drivers
even aim for them.) It seems that a glass beer bottle
has a better chance of surviving than a poor turtle
simply trying to cross the road. If safe, pull over and
move the turtle across the road in the direction it was
headed. Although a box turtle is very cute, resist taking it home as a pet.

8. Finally, take a little time to learn more about these
fascinating creatures. Snakes are the least understood
or appreciated reptile. Too many have fallen victim to
the shovel. Fortunately today, fewer people kill them
than years ago partly because of the many educational
programs on TV and what children are now taught
about reptiles in school.

Caring for Baby Turtles.
By Kimberlee Mulliken, Age 13

Baby turtles are obviously adorable, but they are not very
easy to take care of. One important thing to remember
is that baby turtles are small and can easily get caught in
something and can also easily escape. If you are putting
your baby turtle in an outside pen, you should make sure
that there isn’t an area where the turtle can get stuck in
something or escape from the pen. If you are going to put
your turtle in a tank, then it is a good idea to put the water
filtration system outside of the tank so your turtle doesn’t
get tangled in anything. You also must check your turtle’s
tank often since baby turtles are smaller and require more
attention when climbing out of the water or onto a basking area.
If your baby turtle’s habitat is in an outside pen, you should
make sure that you do not leave food or water dishes lying
around in the pen because that could attract bugs, which
could be dangerous for your baby turtle because some
bugs can kill your turtle. It is good to feed your turtle a
lot of proteins, also greens. You can also try food pellets,
small insects, wax worms, and small goldfish. Sometimes
feeding baby turtles can be very difficult because it is hard
to find something that they want to eat.
When caring for baby turtles, it is important to hold them
the right way because you could hurt or even kill your
turtle by holding it the wrong way. The incorrect way to
pick up and hold a baby turtle is to wrap one hand all the
way around its shell. Also, you should never squeeze your
turtle when you are holding it or picking it up. Always
remember to handle your baby turtle with a gentle hand.
You should only pick up your turtle when necessary and
not at all, if possible. If you do have to pick it up, remember to wash your hands afterwards. The right way to hold
a turtle is with both hands or with your fingers under its
shell and your thumb on top.

J. FRIEDENBERG

The sound of moving water is enticing to all.

Keep in mind that all native reptiles and amphibians are
protected in Maryland and neighboring states. It is illegal
to willfully kill a snake or any other reptile. If you find an
injured turtle, contact a licensed wildlife rehabber by visiting the website of the Mid-Atlantic Turtle and Tortoise
Society at www.matts-turtles.org.

So, the most important things to remember if you want or
own a baby turtle is that it can easily escape or get caught
in things because it is so small, you should feed your turtle
lots of protein and try to find the right food for your turtle, and finally, you have to handle your turtle very gently
when you pick it up and try to avoid picking it up. If you
do all of these things, then your baby turtle will grow up
happy and healthy.

To learn more about enhancing your backyard wildlife
habitat, click on the HGIC website’s Attracting Wildlife
page and the Wildlife links section. By making a few improvements, you can create a landscape that sustains good
environmental quality for all herptiles.
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ments above and beyond these general procedures.
These guidelines may be revised by the USFWS upon review of new information.

Disinfectant

S. McDaNIEL

Bog turtles in the wild are dying at an alarming rate.

Field Herping Bulletin
By Katrina Smith, Adoptions and Rescue Program
Coordinator, Yahoo Group Moderator

An “appropriate disinfectant” refers specifically to sodium
hypochlorite bleach (i.e., household bleach) solution diluted to 1 part bleach to 9 parts clean water (to create a 10%
bleach solution) in a tub or plastic container or = 0.3%
concentration of quaternary ammonium compounds (i.e.,
Sparquat 256, Lysol® All-purpose Professional Cleaner,
or the antibacterial form of Formula 409®). All the referenced disinfectants are toxic to aquatic life. Therefore, do not dispose of disinfecting solution in or near
wetlands.
Bleach/water solutions should be prepared fresh EACH
DAY since they degrade and become less effective over
time due to air and sunlight exposure. A pump-pressurized applicator is effective for spraying equipment with
the bleach/water disinfectant.

On August 5, 2009, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWS) issued an advisory bulletin for bog turtle field
surveyors. Over the previous few months, the USFWS had
received several reports of dead and apparently diseased
bog turtles from New York, Massachusetts, New Jersey,
and Pennsylvania. The number of bog turtles found dead
in their wetland habitat exceeds that which is typically reported. In some cases, dead bog turtles have been found
entirely intact, with no obvious cause of death. On several
live bog turtles, a grayish or whitish substance and/or discoloration has been documented on the skin of the head,
neck, and limbs, as well as on the claws. In some cases,
these appear as skin lesions. Scute sloughing and loss of
claws and toes has also been observed. At the time the
bulletin was issued, the causative agents of the observed
symptoms had not been identified.

If bleach/water solution is kept in a sealed, pressurized
spray applicator, replace it with fresh solution at least once
a week. Chlorine is less likely to be lost as a volatile gas
in a pressurized spray container than in a container from
which the chlorine can escape in gas form (e.g., open
bucket, non-pressurized spray bottle).

As a result of this, the USFWS issued a protocol for disinfection of equipment used in bog turtle field research.
Because many of our members enjoy watching turtles in
their native habitats, it seemed prudent to share key points
of this protocol with our members. The protocol is good
advice for ANY field herping and should help prevent the
transfer of disease or invasive plants from one population
to another, from your home collection to wild turtles and
amphibians, and vise versa. It’s a good idea to have one
pair of field boots that never enter your home animal care
areas and vise versa. Care should always be taken to avoid
cross-contamination between enclosures and wild habitats as well as between individual wetlands.

Submersible Gear

The following information has been paraphrased from
the USFWS bulletin. Please note that individual states/
agencies may have additional permitting require16

Because bleach is corrosive to metals, anything with metal
parts should not be submerged for more than 10 minutes.

Clothing
Wash all clothing and any appropriate equipment in a
washing machine using the hottest cycle possible for material and conventional detergents. Dry clothing using
the hottest setting allowable for the material. If possible,
use bleach in the wash cycle to further reduce the risk of
spreading disease.
(small traps, notching files, etc.) – First, clean in warm,
soapy water to remove organic debris. Use clean water
source for rinsing; avoid using potentially contaminated
wetland water source, especially if moving gear between
sites. Then, submerse equipment in an appropriate disinfectant for 10 minutes. Rinse thoroughly and air dry.

Protective Sleeves
In some cases, surveyors use protective (e.g., Kevlar)
sleeves to avoid getting cut by vegetation during surveys.
These sleeves get muddy and wet during surveys, so they
should be disinfected between wetland sites. Rinse and
scrub to remove all soil and organic material. Then submerse in an appropriate disinfectant for at least 15 minutes. Rinse thoroughly and air dry.
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Some Things to Always Remember
•

NEVER mix bleach and ammonia or any solutions containing bleach or ammonia. Bleach and
ammonia combine to produce a poisonous gas.

•

Disinfectants are corrosive to tissue. Therefore,
thoroughly rinse equipment to ensure it is free of
disinfectant before using it on or near turtles.

•

Decontaminate all clothing, footwear, and gear
before going into any other wetlands.

Holding Buckets
If it is necessary to temporarily hold a turtle in a bucket,
use a separate holding bucket for each turtle. First, rinse
bucket with clean water to remove any debris such as soil or
vegetation. Then, disinfect the bucket with an appropriate
disinfectant for at least 15 minutes. Rinse thoroughly and
let air dry before placing another turtle in it. Do not place
multiple turtles in the same bucket at the same time.

Notching Files
Disinfect files between each turtle. Notching files can also
be sprayed with a disinfecting solution and scrubbed with
a brush.

Non-submersible Gear

Traps

(e.g., large traps, temporary holding buckets, calipers, radio
transmitters) – First, clean or wipe off organic debris. Then,
disinfect any equipment that cannot be submersed by applying an appropriate disinfectant to the surfaces. Keep on
surface for at least 15 minutes, then rinse and air dry.

Disinfect all traps between wetland sites.

Boots
Boots need to be fully scrubbed and rinsed so that all soil
and organic material are removed. The entire rubber and
leather boots, including soles and leather uppers, can then
be disinfected with an appropriate disinfectant. Keep it on
the surface for at least 15 minutes, then rinse and air dry.

Hands
In most cases, gloves will hinder field work so turtles will
come in contact with bare hands. Apply hand sanitizer
with alcohol (e.g., Purell®) after handling each turtle of
any species. Make sure it dries completely before handling
the next turtle. Alternatively, wash hands with soap and
warm water and rinse well after handling each turtle. If
a dead, diseased, or apparently unhealthy turtle is found
on the substrate surface, use disposable exam gloves to
handle the specimen. Use a separate pair of gloves for
each specimen.

Weighing Bags
Animals should be weighed in single-use, disposable plastic bags such as sandwich baggies. Use a separate bag for
each animal of any species. Leave an animal in the bag
only long enough to weigh it. When using a clip-on scale
to weigh turtles, apply an appropriate disinfectant to the
clip after each use. After applying the disinfectant, rinse
and air dry before placing the clip on the next animal.

PIT-tagging

Survey pole
In many cases, surveyors use a wooden or metal pole (or
tool/broom handle) for conducting Phase 1 and Phase 2
surveys. Wooden poles are not recommended because they
are porous and cannot be adequately disinfected. Disinfect
survey poles between wetland sites. Scrub and rinse the
pole to remove all soil and organic material. Then apply
an appropriate disinfectant. Keep on surface for at least 15
minutes, then rinse and air dry.

Applicators
These are typically available at hardware or home-improvement stores as 1-gallon or 2-gallon, hand-pump
pressurized spray applicators for herbicides or pesticides
or as pressure washers. When using bleach mixtures, avoid
using applicators with metal parts.
Author’s Note: Unopened bleach has a shelf life of about
1 year. Opened bleach has a shelf life of about 3 months.
Although “old” bleach might still stain your clothes, it has
lost some of its effectiveness as a disinfectant, and you
shouldn’t risk using bleach that is past its shelf life as a
disinfectant. I highly recommend marking your bleach
bottle with the date of purchase and the date the bottle is
opened, as well as labeling the prepared 10% solution on
the date it’s made so that you don’t used “old” bleach.
For further information, contact:
FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE
Pennsylvania Field Office
315 South Allen Street, Suite 322
State College, Pennsylvania 16801-4850

If authorized to PIT-tag turtles, only use single-use, sterile, disposable syringes. Reusable syringes are not recommended because they cannot be effectively sterilized with
a bleach solution. Reusable syringes are acceptable when
sterilized using a medical-grade autoclave.
October 2009
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President’s Message (cont’d)
a few turtles; in many cases, drivers patiently stopped in
both directions so I could get a turtle off the road. Some
drivers even gave me a “thumbs up” for saving the turtle!
A few weeks ago, I wrote an article, which I e-mailed to
area newspapers, about saving turtles from certain death
on our highways. Hopefully, it inspired more drivers to
stop and save turtles, too.

ICC Construction Project
MATTS members have also been involved in the Intercounty Connector (ICC) construction project to rescue
many turtles from the path of this highway’s construction.
Special thanks go to Sandy Barnett for orchestrating many
ICC turtle search days this past summer. If not for her and

and were so very interested in turtles. The library even has
a tank with an eastern painted that was raised from a very
young turtle.

Board Activities
Your Board’s activities since the last meeting included
working with the Maryland Department of Natural Resources (DNR) on the Herp Education Work Group; a
product of this summer’s work was a Terrapin Bi-Catch
Reduction pamphlet. This educational tool will be placed
at fishing and crabbing supply stores and should get the
word out to reduce the drowning of terrapins in crab pots.
(Holli Friedland and I serve as the co-chairs for this work
group.)
Currently, the Board is developing a proposal to be presented to DNR for MATTS members to head start turtles
native to Maryland. These young turtles would be released
by DNR in areas where they would help to restore populations.

Public Relations
MATTS was represented at the Howard County Fair in
the Government Green Building displays. The turtles
and display brought out a lot of questions and interest in
turtles. On September 19th and 20th, MATTS members
will be staffing our display table at MARS. Our display,
staffed under the guidance of Katrina Smith, is one of our
best public relations events. In addition to talking to many
nice people, it’s also very interesting to see the variety of
captive-bred species of reptiles and amphibians displayed
for sale.

CHINN PARK

Ray spoke at Chinn Park Public Library to the delight
of over 200 children.

the cooperative work of Susan Hagood from the Humane
Society, you can be sure that entire populations of box
turtles would have been killed. Thank you, Sandy, and all
the volunteers who participated in these searches.

Community Outreach
MATTS members were also involved in teaching classes and manning MATTS displays. Sandy Barnett and I
taught an afternoon class at Fountain Rock Park in Walkersville, MD, in mid-June. Approximately 50 children and
their parents attended as we talked about many interesting turtle facts. We showed box turtles, Russian tortoises,
painted turtles, sliders, and a common snapper. Later in
June, I gave a turtle talk at the Chinn Park Public Library
in Prince William County, VA. The place was packed; over
200 children attended! They asked many great questions
18

On October 10th , MATTS will have a display at the University of Maryland’s Open House at the Central Maryland
Research and Education Center. Typically, 5,000 people
attend. On the same weekend, members also manned a
turtle information table at the Cromwell Valley Park Fall
Festival in Towson. This is an annual festival of crafts,
food, history, and nature attended by many people. Our
turtles are always a big hit, especially with the young people.
These various public display events bring an increased
awareness of local turtles and their desperate need for
respect and conservation. These events are also excellent
ways to recruit new members.
We always should be mindful of potential new members
for MATTS. The strength and effectiveness of MATTS is
only as good as the diversity of interests and ideas from its
members. Please spread the word to people you feel would
enjoy being a part of MATTS. If you have ideas or suggestions for speaker topics, conservation projects, or other
ideas that you would like to provide the Board, send them
to me at rbosmans@umd.edu. Thank you.
October 2009
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DNR Herp Education Work
Group Update
By Ray Bosmans, Committee Co-chair

The Herp Education Work Group is charged with serving
the educational needs of the other Department of Natural
Resources (DNR) work groups and identifying ways to
improve the public’s understanding and appreciation of
reptiles and amphibians. The work group usually meets
once a month at the Illchester Girl Scout Camp in Howard
County. The project this summer was to develop an informative pamphlet about using by-catch reduction devices
for crab pots, which prevent the accidental drowning of
terrapins. This document is now complete with graphics
and is being sent to the Terrapin Work Group for its final
approval. When the Terrapin Work Group approves the
pamphlet, the Herp Education Work Group will take on
other projects as requested by the other work groups. One
project of interest is developing a directory of herp educational organizations and individuals who provide herp-related educational outreach to the public. Another possible
educational effort for this work group would address the
killing of herps on our highways. If you have suggestions
for this work group, please contact me at rbosmans@umd.
edu. I will keep you posted on the Herp Education Work
Group’s projects.

S. MULLER

Huntley Meadows is home to a wide variety of wildlife
including ribbon snakes.

MATTS Goes to Huntley
Meadows
By Sue Muller

Does your turtle or tortoise
like to ham it up?
Then send the Terrapin Tales pictures of your
hard-shelled, stumpy-legged beauties! Whether
basking, eating, sleeping, or reflecting on life, your
turtle’s picture can grace the pages of our newsletter. Show us your friends at work or play. Send
your pictures to our MATTS Layout/Production gal,
JoEllen Friedenberg, at JoEllen@Friedenberg.net.
Your turtle might be the next big star!

October 2009

This June, MATTS members once again journeyed to
Huntley Meadows Wetland Park in Fairfax County, Virginia. The park is 1,425 acres with many miles of trails
that go through wetland and forested habitats. The park is
open year-round and has an extensive boardwalk system
through the wetlands, providing plenty of good wildlife
viewing opportunities and -- oh yes -- turtles! We saw
three species of turtles on our adventure: snapping turtles,
painted turtles, and red-eared sliders. Spotted turtles, mud
turtles, and box turtles also live here, although we didn’t
see these species during our visit. We had a closeup view
of a resting ribbon snake that delighted those with cameras. Also posing for photographs were bullfrogs, green
frogs, great egrets, Canadian geese, and other waterfowl.
We even saw a female wood duck with her babies. We were
delighted with blooming elderberry that attracted numerous butterflies, which posed for photos while they were
nectaring. We kept our eyes open for the very colorful
dragonflies darting all about. We were serenaded with frog
calls and bird songs too! Huntley Meadows is a must-see
place to put on your list for a wildlife adventure. Check it
out at http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/parks/huntley.
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Gopher Tortoise
Natural History Course

J. L. F.

Red Ear Christmas Turtle
By Michael Christensen

The long winter nap
has been established
for last year’s beloved
Christmas gift turtle.
Elfie, aptly named,
green as a Christmas tree
with jolly red swags
behind each bright eye.
As the days grow short
Elfie (who resembles an elf no more)
somehow knows
that the leaves that settle
on the pond bottom
will be her blanket
from the cold.
Hibernation is determination
a means to survive
a profound acceptance
that some things will not change.
To awaken is the reward
another compelling spring
to attract you from sleep
and the blessed summer heat
to savor, always follows.
So Happy Holidays
sleeping turtle,
wish you were here but
we’ll see you in the spring
when you awaken
and part the clouds of winter.

Ashton Biodiversity Research and Preservation
Institute is bringing back the Tortoise Boot Camp
that has been offered for 11 years. This 2-day
course is designed to give students the biological reasons behind proper handling and management of gopher tortoises. This course will be
taught both in the field and in the classroom. It
will cover:
•

The basic natural history of the gopher tortoise (from hatchlings to adults)

•

Burrow natural history (from juveniles to
adults)

•

Tortoise diseases and illness (proper handling of tortoises)

•

Tortoise foraging behavior

•

The habitats of tortoises throughout Florida
and its range (It’s not just sandhills!)

•

Introduction to habitat management in the
wild and in captive situations

The Tortoise Natural History Course will be
taught at the Institute, which is 12 miles west
of Gainesville, FL. The course dates for 2009 are
October 1-2, October 15-26, November 12-13,
and December 10-11.
The course cost is $250.00. For groups of 3 or
more signing up together, the price will be $225.
The price includes lunch, drinks during the day,
and handouts. The Institute has a fully furnished
comfortable bunk house that can sleep up to 5
people. It will be available for $50/person on a
first-come basis. A minimum registration of 5
people at a time will be required at least 3 weeks
in advance for the course to run.
For more information, go to ashtonbiodiversity.org,
or email tortfarm2@aol.com.

Reprinted with permission from Turtle Poems.
www.lulu.com/turtlepoems
turtlepoems@gmail.com
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New Members
Welcome to the following members who have
joined MATTS since October 2008:
•

Kathy Brauer, Maryland

•

Allison Fusswunkel, Maryland

•

Nicole Hamilton, Virginia

•

Jeffrey & Ashlee Horne, Maryland

•

Lorraine Merriken, Maryland

•

Joyce Pluckett, Virginia

•

Deanna Willsiton, Maryland

REMINDER
Annual Membership Dues
MATTS’ memberships are renewed on a yearly
basis, starting in January. For all those who have
not renewed their membership, this will be the last
newsletter you will receive. If you intend to renew,
please do so in the near future so that you may
have the pleasure of receiving the numerous benefits of a MATTS membership.
I want to express our appreciation to all of the
members who have renewed and continue to
support MATTS. Thank you,
Jim Kohler, Treasurer

Editor’s Note:
Use Of Original Material
Submitted
For Terrapin Tales

January 15th

October 2009
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Articles large and small are welcome!
Deadline for the March newsletter is
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Please contact the Editor at:
MATTS Newsletter Editor
P.O Box 22321
Baltimore, MD 21203-4321
Email: tes2do@yahoo.com
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Original articles published in Terrapin Tales
may be reprinted in other publications by
obtaining permission from the Editor and by
including a statement indicating that it was
“reprinted with permission.”
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Original material submitted for Terrapin Tales
will not also be submitted to any other publication unless the title and the content are
substantially different.
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We encourage contributions of original material
from both MATTS members and non-members
alike. We ask that contributors agree to the
following policy as a condition of our accept
-ing their original material for publication.
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MATTS Terrapin Tales CD
Great news! The sold-out MATTS Terrapin Tales
CD has been reissued. Come to the October meeting to buy this bestseller containing over a decade
of newsletters, including this one. See how the
Terrapin Tales has evolved, and enjoy all topics turtle
related. The CD is only $10, and all proceeds benefit
MATTS. This CD makes a great gift for your family, friends, and turtles. Celebrate MATTS history,
and buy this CD!
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MATTS 2009 Annual Summer Picnic
... and then we ate.

J. FRIEDENBERG
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J. FRIEDENBERG

You can join or renew your membership using the form below

Mid-Atlantic Turtle & Tortoise Society, Inc.

New and Renewal
Membership Application
Please indicate which membership level you prefer.
Family memberships should include the names of all family members.

Name(s)
Address:
City, State, Zip
or Postal Code
Phone Number: Home:
Email Address:
New/Renew:
Membership Level:

Work:

(Used only for communications by the Board and never distributed to other parties.)

□ New □ Renewal
□ Individual ($25 per year)
□ Family ($40 per year)
□ Organizational (non-profit) ($40 per year)
Tax-deductible contributions are welcome in any amount.

Please make check or money order (no cash please!) payable to
Mid-Atlantic Turtle & Tortoise Society, Inc.
Mail to: MATTS Membership
P.O.Box 22321
Baltimore, MD 21203
October 2009
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Upcoming MATTS Meeting Dates
2009: October 10
2010: March 6, May 15, October 9
(Meetings are on Saturdays, 6:00-8:30 pm)

Program details will be announced prior to each meeting
in Terrapin Tales and on the MATTS website.

Mid-Atlantic Turtle & Tortoise Society, Inc.
P.O. Box 22321
Baltimore, MD 21203-4321

PUT
STAMP
HERE

