
Standardized Assessment Protocol for Blanding’s Turtle Populations
Northeast Blanding’s Turtle Working Group (Dra March 2014)

Summary.—is document outlines a simple and standardized sampling methodology for Blanding’s turtle 
populations. Two levels of assessment are described: Rapid and Long-Term, and two types of rapid protocols are 
described: Visual-based rapid assessments (VRA) and trap-based rapid assessments (TRA). is protocol was 
developed in 2012 and 2013 by a regional team of researchers working from Maine to Pennsylvania. Results are 
compiled and analyzed annually by a team at the University of Massachusetts. e protocol is as follows: 1) 
Designate suitable Blanding’s turtle habitat using Google Earth, National Wetlands Inventory (NWI) data or other 
GIS data layers, or known records. Wetland areas may be either those known to support Blanding’s turtles, or 
randomly generated plots (for random plots, contact the project coordinator). 2) Place four circular plots, 400m in 
radius, 800 – 1600m apart, each centered on the best potential Blanding’s habitat in the area. 3) For VRAs, conduct 
10 minute, timed visual surveys at 2 separate locations within each reference plot, counting all turtles visually 
observed during the survey and recording habitat characteristics and weather conditions on the visual survey form. 
Return to sampling locations 3 times during the spring season. 4) For TRAs, place 5 traps >80m apart within each of 
the four reference plots. Check all 20 traps every 24 or 48 hours for a total of four trap nights, and record turtles in 
traps as well as weather conditions using the trap check form. Trap assessments may be conducted any time during 
the Blanding’s turtle active season from approximately April 15 – October 15. 5) For long-term site, traps should be 
placed as for a TRA, but le in the water for 12 traps nights rather than four. e 12 night run should be repeated 
three times within one year, once in the spring, once during nesting season, and once post-nesting. During each trap 
event, record habitat characteristics around traps as well as air and water temperatures on trap check days using the 
appropriate field form. 6) For all turtles captured, process them using the Blanding’s turtle field observation form. 
e methodology outlined in this document is designed to be simple, flexible, to fit within existing research 
programs, and to accommodate regional differences in research priorities and turtle behavior. e success of the 
effort is tied to the number of sites sampled throughout the region, and so broad regional participation is 
encouraged. Data collected through the regional effort are maintained in a centralized, web-based data repository at 
the University of Massachusetts in Amherst, Massachusetts.

• PLANNING PHASE, STEP I: SELECT A WETLAND COMPLEX FOR STUDY 

Identify a wetland complex that is suitable for study. It may either be (a) an area known to be occupied by Blanding’s turtles; 
(b) an area randomly generated by the regional effort; or (c) an area in a data-deficient region. You should ensure that access 
to the property is allowed by the landowner, and that the site has diverse wetland habitat suitable for Blanding’s turtle, either 
through aerial photo interpretation or field reconnaissance. As an approximate guide, the focus area should be ≥2km2 and 
≤6km2 (smaller sites can be accommodated using the modifications). 

•PLANNING PHASE, STEP II: DEVELOP REFERENCE PLOTS 

Within the focus areas, identify four reference points separated by 800 to 1600 m in GoogleEarth or a similar program (e.g., 
ArcView, ArcMap, USGS topos). Reference points should be centered on areas of high suitability Blanding’s habitat (high 
potential use wetlands). ey may fall in a wetland area, or in an upland area centered on a constellation of wetlands. Around 
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reference points, delimit circular plots with 400 m radius. Sampling will be conducted within the circular plots, and 
sampling can consist of a VRA and or TRA or LT trap event. See Figure 1, next page.

•PLANNING PHASE, STEP III: CONDUCT A RECONNAISSANCE SITE VISIT 

If you have not visited the site already, conduct a reconnaissance visit to make sure that property access is feasible and that the 
study plots should not be re-situated. Also identify areas that can serve as visual survey vantages (see below) or trap locations.

•SURVEY PHASE OPTION 1: CONDUCT A VISUAL RAPID ASSESSMENT (VRA) 

VRA surveys consist of three separate visits to each VRA site within a two week period in the spring season (April 1 – May 
27). Each visit requires a total of 80 minutes of active visual survey time throughout the site allocated in the following way. 
Within each 400m radius circular plot, select two vantage points (total of 8 per site). Vantage points should be located 
where an expanse of high suitability Blanding’s turtle habitat is visible from shore, and should be focused on a particular 
wetland resource of less than 1 ha (e.g., a vernal pool, or cove of a larger wetland) . Record selected vantage points with a GPS 
in the field on the VRA survey form.  For each survey, approach the vantage point in the field, taking care to avoid disturbing 
basking turtles. Once the wetland is visible, begin a 10 minute timed survey. Using binoculars, scan basking sites, the water 
surface, and the shore for turtles and record all turtles observed during the 10-minute period. If the wetland has been 
thoroughly scanned using binoculars and no turtles are visible basking, or turtles were scared into the water, the observer may 
use the remainder of the 10 minute period to approach the wetland and survey the upland surrounding the wetland, or wade 
into the wetland to look for submerged animals. At the end of the 10 minute period, the survey is over, and the observer 
should complete the field form, measure air and water temperature, and move to the next vantage point. During subsequent 
visits to the site, visual vantage points can be moved to different areas within the circular plots, or can remain the same, but 
all points should be recorded on the field form, along with habitat, vantage, and environmental characteristics. Ideally, visual 
surveys will be conducted by 30% overlap in observers to quantify observer effects.

•SURVEY PHASE, OPTION 2: CONDUCT TRAP ASSESSMENT

Long-term sites are trapped for a period of 12 nights in each of three seasons: Pre-nesting: April 15 – May 27; Nesting: May 
28 – July 8; and Post-nesting: July 9 and onward. Trap-based rapid assessments (TRAs) consist of four consecutive nights of 
trapping at a site in any season (April 15 – October 1). During each sampling event, twenty traps will be deployed 
throughout the site. Traps are checked every 48 hours. 
Trap Placement. Within each of the four circular sampling plots, place five traps 0 to 400 m from the reference point at the 
plot center (= 20 traps total) in high potential use (HPU) wetlands, as determined by the researcher in accordance with 
criteria outlined in the complete CRMS documentation. Traps can be placed in one large wetland, or in a constellation of up 
to five smaller wetlands (constrained only by # of traps).  Ideally, traps should be placed at 80 m intervals, in different 
directions, from the reference point (e.g., 80 m to NW; 160 m to NE, etc.), but this is only the ideal. Emphasis should be 
placed on habitat suitability rather than strict adherence to the distance rules, but traps should be at least 20 m apart.
Traps should be located within the HPUs as follows:

• In deep (≥0.3 m, <trap diameter) channels between vegetation, sedges, shrubs, logs, debris
• At the edge of thick vegetation
• Surrounded by good cover and relatively deep water
• Proximal to basking sites
• At sites with good solar exposure

Traps should be placed on tall (>1.2 m) stakes, posts, or rebar, and firmly affixed to prevent snappers, beavers, etc. from 
moving them. e trap should be secured such that it will not collapse during the 48 hour period. Ideally the trap should be 
firmly staked at 3 points to prevent collapse, though 2 may be used if stakes are firmly secured. e traps should be set so that 
turtles have adequate headspace to breathe. GPS coordinates should be recorded at each trap once they are placed, and traps 
should be flagged or marked in accordance with each researcher’s preference. On the day of trap deployment, complete the 
trap set-up field form including habitat suitability information.

Traps should be baited with sardines in soybean oil (e.g., Beach Cliff), checked, and re-baited every 48 hours and le in place 
for 12 consecutive nights for LT events, and four nights for TRA events. On each trap-check day, the trap-check field form 
should be completed, and the turtle observation field form should be completed for each Blanding’s turtle captured in the trap 
(see protocol for processing individual turtles). Air and water temperature should be recorded once in each reference plot. 
Air temperature should be measured in the shade. Water temperature should be measured 10 cm below the surface, adjacent 
to a trap. For additional details, see field-form instructions. e 12 night run comprises a single LT trap event, and three 
events occur in a year. 
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For any of the protocols, enter your data onto the standardized field forms available at http://northeastturtles.org/NE/
formsEMBL.html while in the field. Upon returning to the office, electronically entering your data and the online portal 
(http://northeastturtles.org) as soon as possible is the most effective way to keeping the data organized. 

400 m 

800 to 1600 m

Figure 1. Illustration of study site delineation in GoogleEarth. e yellow central dots illustrate Reference Points centered on contiguous areas of 
Blanding’ turtle habitat, surrounded by  reference plots with 400 m radius. ese are fixed plots for either LT, TRA< or VRA sampling. For VRA 
(A), 2 vantage points are places in each plot. For VRA or LT sampling (B), 5 traps are placed in each plot (total of 20 traps across four plots).
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