
Standardized Assessment Protocol for Wood Turtle Populations
Developed by the Northeast Wood Turtle Working Group 

(Dra April 5, 2014)

Summary.—is document outlines a simple and standardized sampling methodology for wood turtle populations. 
Two levels of assessment are described: Rapid (RA) and Long-Term/Reference (LTR). is protocol was developed 
in 2012 and 2013 by a regional team of researchers working from New Brunswick to Virginia. Results are compiled 
and analyzed annually by a team at the University of Massachusetts. e protocol is as follows: Designate one 
kilometer of meandering stream using Google Earth. Stream segments may be either those known to support wood 
turtles, or randomly generated stream segments (for random segments, contact the project coordinator). 
Permanently record the Start and Stop locations of your study segment in decimal degrees and flag them in the field; 
these locations remain fixed throughout the project. With one or more experienced observers, survey the designated 
segment three times in the Spring or Fall Season, when wood turtles are expected to be in or immediately adjacent to 
the overwintering stream in your region. For Rapid Assessments, simply conduct three surveys in any Spring or Fall 
season. For Long-Term Assessment, repeat the three surveys per season in at least four consecutive seasons (e.g., 
Spring-Fall-Spring-Fall). During each survey, record the Start and Stop Times and record the number of minutes that 
were NOT spent surveying (so they may be removed from analysis). Using a calibrated thermometer, record the air 
and water temperature and sky conditions at the beginning and end of the survey. 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 wood 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, although the project is primarily a 
volunteer effort. 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 STREAM SEGMENT FOR STUDY. 
Identify a reach of stream that is suitable for study. It may either be (a) a stream segment known to be occupied by 
wood turtles; (b) a stream segment randomly generated by the regional effort; or (c) stream segment in a data-
deficient region. You should ensure that access to the property is allowed. Select 1 kilometer of meandering stream 
habitat using the Path Measurement tool in GoogleEarth or a similar program (e.g., ArcView, ArcMap, USGS topos). 
See Figure 1, next page. When possible, use GoogleEarth’s time machine function to locate “leaf-off” springtime 
aerial images because it is easier to see details of the riparian corridor in forested areas.

•PLANNING PHASE, STEP II: PERMANENTLY RECORD THE BOUNDARIES OF YOUR STUDY SITE. 
Record the upper and lower bounds (in decimal degrees) of the study segment using a GPS or GIS (e.g., Arc10; 
GoogleEarth). For example: START: 42.3737, -71.1313; END: 42.3685, -71.1221. In the field, flag your start and 
stop locations with survey tape. ese will remain the fixed bounds of your survey segment for the duration of the 
study. If the site is not randomly selected, you may position the site bounds so as to maximize homogeneity of land 
use (e.g., primarily urban, forested, or agricultural). 
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•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 reach should not be re-situated. 

•SURVEY PHASE, STEP I: ASSIGN “OBSERVER NUMBERS” TO THE SURVEYORS DURING EACH SURVEY. 

For each survey, identify between one and four surveyors, who should be numbered consecutively from 1 to 4. 
Observer #1 must be allowed to lead the survey. Observers may be assigned different numbers upon each survey, but 
“Observer #1” must always be designated clearly on the data sheet and must lead the survey team in order to have an 
independent survey. 

•SURVEY PHASE, STEP II: CONDUCT THREE SURVEYS WITHIN A SINGLE SEASON FOR A RAPID ASSESSMENT.  
Record the Start and Stop Time of your surveys. Record the total number of minutes that you spend NOT searching 
for wood turtles: processing turtles, eating lunch, etc. Record the air temperature, water temperature, and sky 
conditions at the start and stop of your survey. Observers should aim for a pace of 1 km in 1 hour of searching. Within 
the stream and adjacent stream-influenced areas (floodplain), search for wood turtles around woody structure and in 
open clearings. Use polarized lenses and walk upstream. Record ALL wood turtle observations, and note which 
observer located which turtle. Note the sex and juvenile breakdown of the total wood turtle sample. Measure, weigh 
(see “Measuring and Weighing Turtles”), photograph (carapace and plastron; see “Photographing Turtles”), and 
individually mark (see: “Marking Turtles”) all turtles captured. Note the presence of wood turtle tracks in the stream 
substrate. 

•SURVEY PHASE, STEP III: ENTER YOUR DATA

In the field, enter your data onto the standardized field forms available at http://northeastturtles.org/NE/
formsGLIN.html. Aer completing three surveys in a season, you have completed a Rapid Assessment. Hooray! If 
you are a participant in the regional study, which is ongoing in 2014-2015, enter your survey data into the regional 
database at http://northeastturtles.org/NE/GLINsurveys.html. 

•SURVEY PHASE, STEP IV: REPEAT IN A TOTAL OF FOUR SEASONS (TOTAL OF 12 SURVEYS) FOR A LONG-TERM 
ASSESSMENT

e success of this effort relies partly on a strong network of regional “Long-Term” or “Reference” populations, 
which are sampled more intensively than Rapid Assessment Sites. If you have the resources and interest, consider 
repeating the three-visit protocol in three additional consecutive seasons. Aer four seasons of sampling, it is oen 
possible to build an open-population estimate of population size during the sampling period, which is useful in 
determining regional abundance patterns and trends. 

Please contact with questions: 

Mike Jones or Liz Willey
Massachusetts Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit
University of Massachusetts
Amherst, MA 01003
mtjones@bio.umass.edu
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Figure 1. Illustration of study site delineation in GoogleEarth. e yellow lines in both “A” and “B” illustrate one kilometer meandering sections of 
suitable wood turtle habitat. ese are fixed survey segments for either 3 surveys in one season (Rapid Assessment), or twelve over four seasons as 
outlined above (Long-Term). In both instances pictured, the population is believed to be extirpated. Note that both transects were drawn using 
leaf-off springtime aerial images taken in April. 
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