





Stewardship Rangers Chip in to Build a
Home for Snakes

Aquatic Species at Risk
in the Sydenham River

Since the arrival of European settlers, snake populations
throughout much of North America have experienced
varying levels of decline. The decline in snake populations
can be attributed to a wide variety of human activities. An
inherent fear, loathing and suspicion of snakes have been

Mussels

northern riffleshell - Endangered
wavy-rayed lampmussel - Endangered
rayed bean - Endangered

snuffbox - Endangered

cultivated in the psyche of many westerners. It is being
increasingly realized, however, that herptiles, including
snakes, play an important role in the ecosystem.

Working with staff of the St. Clair Region Conservation
Authority, the Chippewas of the Thames First Nation
Stewardship Ranger crew undertook a project to
construct a snake hibernaculum, which is a fancy word
for a home for snakes. The project was undertaken on
Conservation Authority owned property in St. Clair
Township. While many types of snakes would find this
a fine place to live, the purpose of the project was to
create habitat for the eastern fox snake, a species that is
considered endangered in Canada.

This snake hibernaculum was constructed by digging a
trench down a slope and backfilling it with rock rubble
and cement construction blocks. This provides excellent
drainage and easy access for the snakes throughout

the structure. Once completed the surface of the
hibernaculum is covered with soil and natural vegetation
allowed to grow.

The rock and cinder blocks provide excellent dry hiding
places for snakes. This hibernaculum, or home for snakes,
was constructed with the help of Stewardship Rangers from
Chippewas of the Thames First Nation.

mudpuppy mussel - Endangered
kidneyshell - Endangered

round hickorynut - Endangered
round pigtoe - Endangered
rainbow mussel - Endangered
fawnsfoot - Endangered

eastern pondmussel - Endangered
mapleleaf mussel - Threatened

Fish

northern madtom - Endangered

eastern sand darter - Threatened

spotted gar - Threatened

blackstripe topminnow - Special Concern
pugnose minnow - Special Concern

grass pickerel - Special Concern
bigmouth buffalo - Special Concern
greenside darter - Special Concern

Reptiles

eastern fox snake - Endangered

eastern spiny softshell turtle - Threatened
Blanding’s turtle - Threatened

snapping turtle - Special Concern
northern map turtle - Special Concern

Endangered: A species facing imminent extirpation or
extinction.

Threatened: A species that is likely to become endangered if
limiting factors are not reversed.

Special Concern: A species is of special concern because of
characteristics that make it particularly sensitive to human
activities or natural events.

Eastern Fox Snake — photo courtesy of PA. Woodliffe
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Mussels - at home in the Sydenham

Everyone is familiar with the image of the “Canary in the
Coal Mine”. The bird serves as an early warning system for
the miners. Trouble with the bird means trouble coming
for the humans as well. So it goes with freshwater mussels
and the quality of our streams and rivers. 70% of our
mussel species are at risk of disappearing. They are the
most endangered group of animals in Canada. Like the
canary in the coal mine, it’s a signal that we cannot ignore.

Mussels are a vital link in the food chain as food items

for many animals including muskrats, raccoons, and
otters. Mussels are filter feeders and therefore improve
water quality by straining out suspended particles and
pollutants from the water. Mussels typically remain in one
place for most of their life and require good water quality,
sediment types, and physical habitat. Biologists often

use mussels as “biological monitors” to indicate past and
present water and sediment quality in lakes and streams.
Gradual mussel die-offs or sudden mussel kills are signs of
water pollution problems and other environmental health
concerns. Stable, diverse mussel populations mean clean
water and a healthy aquatic system.

The Sydenham River has recorded over 34 different
types of mussels, more mussel species than any other
body of water in Canada. The mussels of the Sydenham
River come in many different sizes, shapes, textures and
colours. They can be as small as your thumbnail or as big
as your hand. Their shell can have bumps that look like
warts and pimples or they can have smooth ridges. Their
colour can range from dandelion yellow to lime green.
The Sydenham
is a treasure.
Our actions
can make a
difference.

Rayed bean — the smallest mussel in the Sydenham
River. Photo courtesy of Shawn Staton.
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Under Construction: Turtle Nesting Site

A threatened species of native turtle, the Eastern Spiny
Softshell, is getting a new nesting site in the St. Clair
Region Conservation Authority watershed. “This is

great news for this quirky species,” said Muriel Andreae,
Senior Biologist with the Conservation Authority. The
SCRCA received funding from Ontario’s Species at Risk
Stewardship Fund and Environment Canada’s Habitat
Stewardship Fund for Species at Risk to build and
maintain two gravel beds along the Sydenham River. “This
has given us the chance, once again, to work with private
landowners to find good locations for more nesting sites,”
Andreae said.

Like most turtles, the Spiny Softshell needs to bask so the
eggs will develop in the female. This is when the turtles
are easiest to observe. Once the eggs are ready, the
female turtle must find a dry sunny location to bury her
eggs, so “solar heating” can incubate the eggs until fall.
Since 1994, Authority staff and watershed volunteers have
conducted annual surveys of the Sydenham to document
the population of this rare turtle.

Suitable nesting sites are rare in the Sydenham. A nesting
site with deep gravel exposed to full sunlight can provide
ideal egg laying habitat. “We're building the best sites

we can,’ said Andreae. “But in the end, only the mother
Eastern Spiny Softshell Turtle can decide where she'll lay
her eggs.”
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