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The Snapping Turtle: An Important Component of 
North American Wetlands 

The snapping turtle (Chelydra serpentina) ranges 
from southern Canada to tropical Ecuador and is an 
important inhabitant of many aquatic habitats, 
especially in North America. It is native to the 
eastern two-thirds of the United States and has been 
introduced to a few sites in some western states. 
The snapping turtle has broad ecological tolerances 
and inhabits an array of aquatic habitats from small 
streams and ponds to large rivers, lakes, and 
reservoirs. The snapping turtle has a diverse 
diet—individuals are known to eat a variety of live 
and dead plant and animal material including many 
small vertebrates. Waterfowl and game fish are an 
infrequent component of their diet. Because 
snapping turtles are an integral component of the 
biodiversity of North American wetlands, it is 
necessary to consider them in the management of 
most freshwater aquatic systems. 

As part of a study to evaluate components of the 
Chelydra HSI Model, we examined habitat use and 
activity of snapping turtles on the floodplain of the 
Patuxent River at the Patuxent Wildlife Research 
Center, Laurel, Maryland. We used both 
livetrapping and radiotelemetry to monitor turtle 
activity and movements. 

Adult snapping turtles on our study area are most 
active in late spring and early summer and become 
much less active in late summer. They are most 
common in shallow water (<1 m deep) habitats that 
have soft organic substrates, abundant woody 

structure (branches and logs), and aquatic 
vegetation (Table). 

In fall most of the telemetered turtles move to 
different habitats for overwintering. These new 
sites generally are shallow (<20 cm) aquatic habitats 
in woodlands, particularly swampy areas near the 
inflow of a pond; seeps in the forest; and small 
oxbows along the Patuxent River. Several turtles 
overwinter in sites with saturated substrates but 
little or no surface water. One of the most 
conspicuous components of nearly all overwintering 
sites is the presence of some kind of woody 
structure. Turtles dig under trunks and roots of 
toppled trees, beneath root masses of living trees 
and bushes, and into log and branch jams in the 
river, and use natural cavities and beaver (Castor 
canadensis) burrows. 

Some turtles become inactive during parts of July, 
August, and September (Figure) and occupy habitats 
more similar to those used for overwintering than 
those used during periods of high activity in spring. 
For example, one individual burrowed into mud in a 
woodland seep on 15 August and remained buried 
until mid-October when a heavy rain inundated the 
area. During this period, the water table receded 
and the soil became much drier. Following the rain, 
the turtle burrowed beneath the root mass of a small 
tree in about 25 cm of water. This new site was 
about 20 m from the previous late summer retreat. 
The animal did not leave the second site until the 
end of March the following year. Several other 
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turtles were active for only a few weeks between 
periods of late summer and winter inactivity. 

Cavities, particularly beaver lodges and bank 
burrows, are important microhabitats used during 
all seasons by most individuals. Turtles occupy 
active and inactive beaver lodges and bank burrows. 
A few turtles we followed spent considerable time in 
a single burrow; others, particularly young males, 
used cavities only occasionally and snowed no site 
fidelity. One male (12 kg) was found 140 (out of 207) 
times in the same cavity during more than 3 years of 
monitoring. That cavity was used frequently as a 
home site during the active season, as a retreat 
during the summer inactive period (even during the 
year the pond was completely dry for 3 months 
between June and September), and as an 
overwintering site. This large adult male occupied 
his home site burrow slightly more than 83% of the 
times (n = 168) he was located in a cavity. The 
remaining sites were a beaver lodge (11.4%), the two 
other bank burrows within the home pond (2.4% 
each), and a bank burrow in an adjacent pond (0.6%). 

Our telemetry studies have shown that several 
turtles often occupy the same burrow. On two 
occasions we recorded six individuals in one burrow 
system (tunnels and cavities beneath a surface area 
of about 5 x 10 m) near the end of the active period. 
Several times we detected two or three individuals 
within a meter of each other in a burrow or lodge. 

Our study site is in a part of the snapping turtle's 
range characterized by relatively mild winters. 
Overwintering sites in colder climates may be 
somewhat different from those used by turtles in our 
area. Data from studies in Rhode Island, Ohio, and 
Ontario indicate that shallow water is preferred. 
Periods of summer inactivity may be more common 
and longer in southern portions of the species' range. 

Adult snapping turtles are long-lived, and large 
individuals are relatively free of nonhuman 
predation. In contrast, predation rates of nests often 

are high (reports of 90% loss are common), and nest 
success is highly variable. As a result, recruitment of 
new individuals into a population often varies 
strikingly from year to year at the same site, or 
within the same year between sites. Females reach 
sexual maturity by 7 years of age in the southern 
United Stales, but do not become mature until as 
late as 20 years near the northern extremes of their 
range. 

The reestablishment of beavers into many areas 
of the United States, and their subsequent spread 
throughout their historic range, appears to have a 
profound positive impact on snapping turtle 
distribution and abundance. We found a positive 
relation between beaver density and snapping turtle 
abundance and biomass at our study site. Snapping 
turtles and beavers reached the highest densities in 
Hance Pond and were lowest at Island Marsh. 

Snapping turtles are an integral part of many 
wetland communities and, in their role as predators 
and scavengers, are an important factor in 
community interactions and the resulting 
biodiversity. We recommend that persons 
responsible for management of protected wetland 
areas (e.g., wildlife refuges) and their component 
species consider snapping turtle life history traits 
and aspects; of habitat use, as well as their 
interactions with other organisms, especially beaver, 
in making decisions about managing snapping turtle 
populations. 

For further information contact: 
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National Museum of Natural History 
Washington, D.C. 20560 
(202) 357-2778 

Table. Relative density and biomass of snapping turtles (Chelydra serpentina) at three ponds at Patuxent 
Wildlife Research Center, Laurel, Maryland. Habitats varied in total area, depth of organic substrate, and 
submerged woody structure. 

Habitat 

Hance Pond 
Bluegill Pond 
Island Marsh 

Area 
(ha) 

1.62 
0.81 
2.43 

Organic 
substrate 

High 
Moderate 

Low 

Woody 
structure 

Abundant 
Moderate 

Scarce 

Densities 
(ind./ha) 

31.5 
18.5 
5.8 

Biomass 
(kg/ha) 

134.8 
67.1 
23.1 



Figure. Annual patterns of 
activity of 14 male (1,039 
relocations) and 6 female (592 
relocations) snapping turtles 
(Chelydra serpentina) tracked 
with radio transmitters 
between April 1989 and 
December 1992. An individual 
was recorded as having moved 
if its new location was more 
than 5 m from its previous 
location. Time between 
relocations ranged from a 
minimum of 10 hours during 
the active season to a 
maximum of about 1 month in 
midwinter. 




