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PROJECT SUMMARY 

This report details results of herpetological surveys for the Blanding’s Turtle, Emydoidea 
blandingii, in Deer Run Forest Preserve, Winnebago County Illinois. The Central Chicago & Pacific 
Railroad Company intends to replace a rail bridge over an oxbow of the Kishwaukee River within 
the preserve. The Blanding’s Turtle, is listed as an endangered species by the state of Illinois. 
Information on the natural history and ecology of the Blanding’s Turtle can be found in Appendix 
A. As a first step toward generating an Incidental Take Agreement, Midwest Engineering 
Associates contracted the Illinois Natural History Survey to conduct pre-construction surveys to 
obtain biological data on Blanding’s Turtles from the site. Surveys were conducted by INHS 
aquatic ecologist / herpetologist A.R. Kuhns from 30 June through 03 July 2015 under an Illinois 
Department of Natural Resources Scientific collecting permit to A.R. Kuhns, IDNR State 
Threatened and Endangered Species Permit 05-11S, and a special use permit from the 
Winnebago County Forest Preserve District. Survey methods are approved under University of 
Illinois IACUC protocol 14000. The project corridor and locations of surveys can be seen in 
Appendix B and images of the W 78.0 Freeport Bridge and embankment can be found in 
Appendix C. Trapping throughout Deer Run Forest Preserve for 52 trap nights resulted in four 
turtle captures (2 Common Snapping Turtles, Chelydra serpentina, and one Painted Turtle, 
Chrysemys picta, which was caught twice). Although no Blanding’s Turtles were captured in traps, 
one individual was observed basking on a log on 30 June 2015, approximately 600 meters south-
southwest of the W 78.0 Freeport Bridge. Thus, this survey confirmed the continuing occurrence 
of Blanding’s Turtles within the preserve but does not support the possibility of a large, robust 
population occurring at the site. 
 
     

 
Surveys Conducted By: Andrew R. Kuhns, Ecologist / Herpetologist 
     
GIS Layers:   Janet L. Jarvis, GIS and Remote Sensing Specialist 
    Andrew R. Kuhns, Ecologist / Herpetologist 

 
University of Illinois 
Prairie Research Institute 
Illinois Natural History Survey 
Statewide Biological Survey and Assessment Program 
1816 South Oak Street 
Champaign, Illinois 61820 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The Central Chicago & Pacific Railroad Company Railway Company intends to replace a railway 
bridge over an oxbow slough of the Kishwaukee River within Deer Run Forest Preserve in 
Winnebago County, Illinois.  This work will consist of the removal and replacement of the existing 
structure, construction of a temporary structure to facilitate construction, minor earthwork for 
abutment improvement and stabilization, and removal of the temporary structure. A natural 
resource review provided by the Illinois Department of Natural Resources (IDNR) Ecological 
Compliance Assessment Tool (EcoCAT) indicated the Blanding’s Turtle was known to occur within 
the vicinity of the project (Appendix B. Figure B.1) and an Incidental Take Authorization (ITA) 
should be sought through the IDNR’s Office of Resource Conservation.  
 
As a first step toward generating an Incidental Take Agreement, Midwest Engineering Associates 
contracted the Illinois Natural History Survey (INHS) to conduct pre-construction surveys to 
obtain biological data on Blanding’s Turtles from the site. This report details the methods and 
findings of the pre-construction survey. 
 

PROJECT AREA 
 
The project area occurs in the southeast Quadrant of Section 11 in Township 43 North, Range 02 
East of the Cherry Valley Illinois 7.5 minute Quadrangle at coordinates 42.212619° N, -88.961719° 
W (Appendix B., Figure B.1).  The Central Chicago & Pacific Railroad Company Railway Company 
plans to remove the current bridge (Appendix C; Plates 1-4), create a temporary structure 
adjacent to the current bridge, and construct a replacement structure.  
 

METHODS 
 
Database Review 
The Illinois Natural Heritage Database maintained by the IDNR was queried for Element 
Occurrence Records (EOR) of threatened and endangered amphibians and reptiles within a mile 
of the project boundary. Each EOR may be subdivided into multiple Element of Occurrence 
Identification numbers (EOID) to record separate identification events or sub-locations. 
Additionally, searches of both vouchered and un-vouchered specimens in the INHS Amphibian 
and Reptile Collection, the University of Illinois Museum of Natural History (UIMNH), and non-
INHS Illinois Amphibian and Reptile databases maintained by the INHS were conducted. Together 
these databases are merged and accessed through the All_IL_Herps database at INHS and are 
updated semi-annually. The locations of any results were plotted onto aerial photographs of the 
ESR corridor and examined to search for suitable habitat for the species. 
 
Field Surveys 
On 30 June 2015, INHS aquatic ecologist A.R. Kuhns examined the project area with Mike Groves, 
Natural Research Manager with Winnebago County Forest Preserves. Mr. Groves provided 
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information about the site and suggested sites to trap based on his extensive knowledge of the 
property.  
 
Traps were set in wetlands that occur around and under the Freeport W 78.0 railway bridge, and 
coordinates (latitude and longitude in decimal degrees, Map Datum: NAD 83) for all traps were 
recorded and plotted.  Two sizes (12” diameter x 24” L, & 24” diameter x 36” L) of double throated 
collapsible turtle traps (modified from Legler 1960) were deployed. This allowed trapping of 
shallow and deeper water while maintaining that a portion of the trap extended above the water 
surface to prevent captured turtles from drowning. Traps were baited with canned sardines in oil 
and bait was replaced as necessary. Sixteen traps were set on 30 June 2015, and two additional 
traps were set on 01 July 2015. Traps were checked daily at which point all captured turtles were 
identified to species and released at the site of capture. All traps were removed 03 July 2015. 
Results are presented as the number of individuals captured, as well as the Catch per Unit Effort 
(CPUE). Trap-nights were used as the unit of effort with one trap set for one night equaling one 
trap-night. Thus, if two traps were set for three nights, the effort recorded would be six trap-
nights. If two Blanding’s Turtles were captured in those six trap-nights, the CPUE would equal 
0.3333 (2 captures divided by six trap nights). This metric is useful for making general 
comparisons with other surveys and assessing appropriate effort, when other variables such as 
detectability and abundance are unknown and when capture yields are low. 

 
RESULTS 

 
Database Review 
There is one Element Occurrence Record in the IDNR Natural Heritage database consisting of 
seven observations of Blanding’s Turtles within 1 mile of the Freeport W 78.0 Railway Bridge 
(Appendix B, Figure B.1). The most recent observation came from 07 August 2014. The databases 
at INHS did not contain any information that was not available in the Natural Heritage Database. 
 
Field Surveys 
Nineteen traps were placed in wetlands in areas near EOR locations and in other locations 
appearing suitable (Appendix B. Figure B.2). One trap was destroyed by a Beaver, Castor 
canadensis, the first night of sampling. Excluding that trap, effort for this survey was 52 trap-
nights. Trapping density was greatest near the Freeport W 78.0 Bridge (Figure B.2.). Two 
Snapping Turtles were captured and one Painted Turtle was captured twice during sampling 
(Table 1). No Blanding’s Turtles were captured. However, while setting traps on 30 June 2015, 
one Blanding’s Turtle was observed and photographed approximately 600 meters south-
southwest of the railroad bridge (cover image). 
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Table 1. Trap locations, Captures per Unit Effort* (CPUE), and turtle captures during surveys for 
the Freeport W 78.0 Railroad Bridge project in Winnebago County, Illinois.  
 

 
Trap 

Date 
Set 

Date 
Pulled 

Trap 
Nights 

 
Latitude 

 
Longitude 

Chelydra 
serpentina 

Chrysemys 
picta 

Emydoidea 
blandingii 

1 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.21192 -88.9618 0 0 0 
2 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.21206 -88.9616 0 0 0 
3 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.21247 -88.9616 0 0 0 
4 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.21239 -88.9616 0 0 0 
6 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.21322 -88.9616 0 0 0 
7 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.21349 -88.9616 0 2 0 
8 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.21286 -88.9619 1 0 0 
9 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.21252 -88.9619 0 0 0 

10 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.21587 -88.9617 0 0 0 
11 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.21600 -88.9618 0 0 0 
12 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.21585 -88.9621 1 0 0 
13 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.21596 -88.9623 0 0 0 
14 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.20746 -88.9640 0 0 0 
15 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.20778 -88.9637 0 0 0 
16 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.20611 -88.9673 0 0 0 
17 6/30/2015 7/3/2015 3 42.20612 -88.9610 0 0 0 
18 7/1/2015 7/3/2015 2 42.20531 -88.9678 0 0 0 
19 7/1/2015 7/3/2015 2 42.20503 -88.9680 0 0 0 

Totals   52   2 2 0 
Captures per Unit Effort -CPUE    0.038 0.038 0.000 

* Unit effort is trap-night. Thus, a trap that was set for three trap-nights is three trap-nights of 
effort. Two traps set for three nights is six trap-nights of effort, etc. 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The wetland directly under the Central Chicago & Pacific Railroad Company Railroad Bridge, 
known locally as Blue Pool (Appendix C. Plates 1-4), is heavily vegetated north of the railroad 
bridge, deeply silted near shore under the bridge and predominantly open water south of the 
bridge with shallow sedge meadow habitat along the southeastern shore. The habitat directly 
under the bridge is of low quality for Blanding’s Turtles, but a log jam at the base of the bridge 
currently provides basking structure. Mike Groves indicated the water in this oxbow originally 
flowed northwest into the Kishwaukee River but that the confluence was dammed, and the water 
is now governed by water control structures to flow south through the preserve. This change has 
resulted in suitable habitat in the wetlands to the south of “Blue Pool” where the Blanding’s 
Turtle was observed on 30 June 2015. 
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Blanding’s Turtles typically prefer shallow well-vegetated wetlands but may travel to larger more 
permanent bodies of water during drought or to overwinter. While the habitat under the bridge 
does not currently appear to be ideal for Blanding’s Turtle, EOR locations both north and south 
of the bridge suggest there may be movement of individuals under the bridge. Suitable habitat 
does remain at Deer Run Forest Preserve, primarily south of the project area. Additionally, 
depredated turtle nests were observed along the railroad embankment during trapping surveys 
(Appendix C. Plate 5). Neither the species of turtle nor the nest predator, could be determined 
based on observation of the nests.  
 
One Blanding’s Turtle was observed during this survey. Despite the observation that indicates the 
continued presence of the species at the site, no individuals were captured in 52 trap-nights of 
sampling. This is in contrast to concurrent sampling by Lake County Forest Preserve personnel 
from 28 June 2015 through 02 July 2015 of a known Blanding’s Turtle population. Wildlife 
Biologist Gary Glowacki oversaw extensive trapping for 220 trap nights from 28 June through 02 
July 2015 and captured 23 Blanding’s Turtles (CPUE = 0.104), 12 Painted Turtles (CPUE = 0.0545), 
and 14 Snapping Turtles (CPUE = 0.0636; G. Glowacki, unpublished data). The overall Blanding’s 
Turtle CPUE of the Lake County site from 2004 through 2015 was 0.0568 (Glowacki, unpublished 
data). As seasonal and environmental conditions were similar at the two sites during these nearly 
concurrent sampling sessions, this disparity in capture success may be due to differences in 
population size between the two preserves. A study conducted from 2004 through 2010 at the 
Lake County site generated a population estimate of 130 – 176 individuals (Kuhns 2010). Were 
all things equal between the two sites, sampling effort at Deer Run should have resulted in the 
capture of 3 to 5 Blanding’s Turtles. 
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Appendix A.

Natural History of the Blanding’s Turtle, Emydoidea blandingii,
Listed as Endangered in the State of Illinois.

 
 

SYNOPSIS 
  
This appendix contains information on the Blanding’s Turtle, Emydoidea blandingii, listed as an 
endangered species in the State of Illinois and a species that occurs in the vicinity of the W 78.0 
Freeport Bridge project area. The species account includes: diagnostic characters, range in 
Illinois, habitat requirements, spatial ecology and activity, reproduction, and the suitable 
sampling season in Illinois.  Standard and scientific names follow Crother (2012).  
 
The species range map was created by Ethan J. Kessler and updated by A.R. Kuhns. Maps were 
based upon data in the Illinois Natural History Survey’s All_IL_Herps Database which contains 
records of vouchered and un-vouchered specimens in the Illinois Natural History Survey (INHS), 
University of Illinois Museum of Natural History (UIMNH), and amphibian and reptile specimens 
from ~30 other scientific museums. The database is maintained by INHS/UIMNH Amphibian and 
Reptile Curator, Christopher A. Phillips, with records from other institutions updated annually. 
 

LITERATURE CITED 

Crother, B.I. 2012. Scientific and standard English names of amphibians and reptiles of North 
America north of Mexico, with comments regarding confidence in our understanding. 7th 
Edition. SSAR Herpetological Circular. 39: 1–101. 
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BLANDING’S TURTLE, EMYDOIDEA BLANDINGII 
 

 
 

General Description for Identification: The 
Blanding’s Turtle is distinguishable from other 
North American turtle species by the presence 
of a hinged plastron coupled with a bright yellow 
chin and throat (Ernst et al. 1994). 
 
Range:  
Within Illinois, E. blandingii was historically 
present in the extensive marsh systems of the 
northern half of the state (Kennicott 1855). 
 
Suitable Habitat: Throughout their range, E. 
blandingii occupy eutrophic habitats with clear 
water and abundant aquatic vegetation with 
adjacent uplands available for nesting (Ernst et 
al. 1994). Typical Blanding’s Turtle sites in 
northeastern Illinois are a mosaic of multiple 
wetland types interspersed in a prairie or 
savanna landscape (Kuhns et al 2007). 
Blanding’s Turtles are not great swimmers and 
typically prefer shallow wetlands with little to no 
discernable water flow. 
 
Reproduction: Blanding’s Turtles are long lived, with wild-caught individuals over 77 years of age 
having been documented in the field (Congdon et al. 2001). Females typically mature between 
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14 and 20 years of age (Congdon et al. 1983; Ross 1989). Mature females lay only one clutch of 
eggs per year but may not nest annually. Nests of up to 19 eggs are laid in sand or sandy loam 
soils with good drainage and low canopy cover (Ross and Anderson 1990; Kuhns et al. 2007). 
 
Spatial ecology and activity: Blanding’s turtles in northern Illinois are active from late March 
through October (Rowe and Moll 1991; Kuhns et al. 2007). Females can travel considerable 
distances (up to 1 mi.) from their activity areas to nest (Congdon et al. 1983; Ross and Anderson 
1990; Joyal et al. 2001; Kuhns et al. 2007). Radio-telemetry data from northeastern Illinois 
indicate that Blanding’s Turtles moved an average straight line distance of 60 to 75 feet/day 
(Kuhns et al 2007). Annual home range size is highly variable depending on individuals but in 
northern Illinois averaged 123,000 sq. ft. to 150000 sq. ft. (Kuhns et al 2007) 
 
Suitable Sampling Seasons: The greatest trapping success in northern Illinois occurs from May 
through mid-July (Benda et al. 2007, Kuhns et al. 2007). 
 
Illinois Status: The Blanding’s Turtle is considered endangered in Illinois (Illinois Endangered 
Species Protection Board 2015; Mankowski 2012). 
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APPENDIX B 

Figures relevant to Freeport W 78.0 Bridge replacement (IDNR Project 
No. 1506840) in Winnebago County, Illinois   
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Figure B.1. Element Occurrence Record (EOID 7420) locations for Blanding’s Turtle 
within one mile of the Freeport W 78.0 bridge (IDNR Project No. 1506840) in Winnebago 
County, Illinois.  The bridge is shown in red.
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Figure B.2. Locations of traps placed to capture Blanding’s Turtles for the pre-construction 
survey of the Freeport W 78.0 Bridge replacement (IDNR Project No. 1506840) in Winnebago 
County. Blanding’s Turtle observation from 30 June 2015 denoted by red star.  
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APPENDIX C 
  
Photographs of the Freeport W 78.0 Bridge, scheduled for replacement 

(IDNR Project No. 1506840) in Winnebago County, Illinois  
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Plate 1. South side of the Freeport W 78.0 Bridge over the oxbow of the Kiswaukee River. 

 
 
Plate 2. South side of the Freeport W 78.0 Bridge. Image is looking west. 
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Plate 3. North side of the Freeport W 78.0 Bridge over the oxbow of the Kiswaukee River.  

 
 
Plate 4. North side of the Freeport W 78.0 Bridge. Image is looking west. 
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Plate 5. Depredated turtle nest found near the base of the Freeport W 78.0 Bridge.  Yellow 
arrows point to fragments of turtle eggshells. 

 


