Species Description

Common
Snapping
Turtle Nt

Chelydra serpentina serpentina

General characteristics. The common snapping turtle is sometimes referred
to as the freshwater ‘‘loggerhead,”” and is the only turtle in Pennsylvania
with any economic value. This turtle is commonly sought for its meat,
which is considered a delicacy and a base for snapper soup. In Pennsylvania
a fishing license is required to take snapping turtles and traps or set lines
may be used.

Many people think the snapping turtle is ugly, both in appearance and
disposition. Although on land it may lash out viciously, it is generally in-
offensive when submerged in water where it spends most of its time. It
does not bask in the sun nearly as much as many other turtles do. The
snapping turtle is a2 good swimmer but more often than not prefers to walk
across the bottom of its watery habitat, which it does quite well. Con-
fronted on land, the common snapping turtle is quick to assume its offen-
sive stance, in which the hind quarters are elevated above the rest of the
body, and the jaw is opened wide, at which time the turtle may lunge
forward repeatedly. During such shows of strength, the snapper may emit a
loud hissing sound to discourage further any would-be adversary. The com-
mon snapping turtle is one of our largest turtles. Its carapace may measure
up to 12 inches in length.

Identification. The snapping turtle is easily recognized by its large head, a
plastron smaller in relation to the rest of the body compared to other tur-
tles, and a tail proportionately longer than on other turtles. The tail is at
least as long as the carapace and supports a series of large saw-toothed keels
on its upper side. The neck is covered with loose, warty skin. The strong
jaws end in a distinct hook. The carapace of the common snapping turtle is
tan to dark brown, sometimes nearly black. The carapace is quite rough,
serrated along its rear margin, and has three rows of keels running its
length. These keels may be difficult to discern in older specimens. The
unpatterned plastron is yellow to tan and it is cross-shaped and relatively
small. It does not cover nearly as much of the underside as plastrons do on
most other turtles. P — —
Range. This large turtle resides in a

broad area of the country. Its natural
range extends from southern Canada to
the Gulf of Mexico, and from the east
coast to the Rocky Mountains. Thus, the
common snapping turtle is distributed
throughout Pennsylvania.
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Habitat. An aquatic reptile, the snapping turtle has little preference for the
type of water in which it resides. Snappers have been found in small
streams as well as large rivers, in the smallest ponds to the largest lakes. It
likes soft mud bottoms, especially if abundant vegetation is convenient.
Rarely seen basking, the snapper prefers to rest in shallow water with just
the eyes and nostrils exposed. The snapping turtle hibernates beneath the
water. It ends its hibernation in April, emerging from an overhanging mud
bank, muskrat hole or from under a collection of vegetative debris.
Reproduction. For the snapping turtle, the peak time for laying eggs is
June. A usual clutch includes 25 to 50 eggs. The eggs are round and just
over one inch in diameter. The nest, a cavity four to seven mches deep,
might be dug some distance from the water ]

(See Figure IV-7). Depending on the weather §
and locale, nine to 16 weeks could be
needed to incubate the eggs. When the eggs
finally break open, young snappers barely
more than an inch long emerge.

Food. To some extent, the snapping turtle is
considered a scavenger because it feeds on a
certain amount of carrion. But the snapper s
does not limit itself to that. It eats a variety Figure IV-7

of invertebrates as well as fish, small mam- The round eggs of the common
mals and even birds. Ducklings, for instance, snapping turtle are Jaid in a
have been known to fall prey to a snapping €avity four to seven inches deep.
turtle. Walking casually along the bottom of a lake, eyes alert, the snapping
turtle could surface quickly to snatch a feathery meal. Omnivorous in its
feeding habits, the snapping turtle also consumes a variety of aquatic
plants.

Eastern Mud
Turtle

Kinosternon subrubrum subrubrum 5 e
Endangered Species .

General characteristics. It is more an aquatic animal, so draining wetlands
and filling in swamps and marshlands has had a predictable adverse effect
on the population. A small turtle, the eastern mud turtle reaches an upper
shell length of only three to four inches.

Identification. The eastern mud turtle has few, if any, distinctive field
marks. The carapace may range from and olive to a dark brown or almost



