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5) Many freshwater turtles are declining across North America due in part to human activity. We need efficient monitoring strategies that make the most of limited resources to manage and conserve remaining populations. Aquatic traps are often used to capture turtles. Recent studies have also used trail cameras for this purpose. We are using both methods to study turtles in two state parks in central Minnesota. Our goals are to document presence, and to use occupancy models to understand detection and site use for each species. Here, we present findings from our first field season with an emphasis on our aquatic trapping data. In Summer 2022, we deployed basking platforms with trail cameras in ten aquatic sites at Lake Maria State Park. Trail cameras recorded thousands of images, and data collection via DigiKam and the camtrapR package is ongoing. We also used aquatic traps to capture turtles at eight of these sites. With these data, we constructed our initial, single-species occupancy models via the package unmarked in R. Models included site (e.g., wetland area, surrounding habitat characteristics) and sampling covariates (e.g., date, bait freshness, sample number). We used a two-stage model-selection approach and Akaike’s Information Criterion analysis to choose among competing models. Both survey methods detected Painted (Chrysemys picta), Eastern Snapping (Chelydra serpentina), and Spiny Softshell (Apalone spinifera) Turtles, as well as the state threatened Blanding’s Turtle (Emydoidea blandingii). Painted Turtles were trapped at all eight sites, Snapping Turtles at four sites, and Spiny Softshell and Blanding’s Turtles at one site each. Covariates included in the best models varied by species and corroborate some of the relationships anticipated from previously published studies. The data collected during this ongoing study will provide park staff with information pertinent to the conservation of local biodiversity.

