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COTTONTAILS continued on page 3

New England Cottontail Update
Multi-faceted conservation efforts for New England 
cottontails continue in New Hampshire and throughout 
the Northeast, as the deadline for whether or not to list 
them under the U.S. Endangered Species Act gets closer.

Twelve New England cottontails born in captivity 
at the Roger Williams Park Zoo in Providence, R.I., 
were brought to New Hampshire and released late last 
summer and early fall. The rabbits were equipped with 
radio transmitting collars and are being monitored by 
Nongame and Endangered Wildlife Program staff. 

“All the rabbits are staying in the area where they 
were released,” said Brett Ferry, a biological technician 
with the Nongame Program. “We will continue to 
monitor them over the winter to determine their survival 
and dispersal, but if they continue to stay in the same 
area, that is a good sign for reproducing next spring.” 

Last September, Ferry captured photos on a trail 
camera of what appeared to be a wild New England 
cottontail in the habitat area. All of the New England 
cottontails born in captivity are marked with ear tags, 
but this one did not have a tag. Ferry speculates that 
some of the captive-bred New England cottontails 
released in 2013 have survived and is hopeful these 
photos are an indication of reproduction taking place in 
the wild. 

There is no plan to over-winter any captive-bred 
cottontails in the outdoor pen at Great Bay National 
Wildlife Refuge this year. However, Roger Williams Park 
Zoo is holding some rabbits in their captive breeding 
facility for the winter. The plan is to release them into 
the pen at Great Bay when they are older, and natural 
food and cover is more plentiful, and hope they breed in 
the pen next spring. 

“This is a pilot project,” explained Nongame 
Program Biologist Heidi Holman, who serves on the 
New England Cottontail Captive Breeding Working 
Group. “If breeding is successful in the outdoor pen 
next spring, we may look to expand the size of the pen 
to increase breeding. Space is limited at the zoo, and 
the outdoor pen would provide a more natural breeding 
environment.”

Some of the original rabbits that were captured and 
brought to the zoo for the captive breeding program 
have been re-released into the wild. A goal of 10-20 

Listing Decision Expected in 2015

New England cottontails born in captivity are equipped with 
radio transmitter collars when released in the wild to track 
their habitat use and survival.
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MMoose Plates – New Hampshire’s 
Conservation License Plate – provide 
substantial financial support to wildlife 
and habitat conservation in the state. 
For the 2014 fiscal year, N.H. Fish and 
Game received $263,779 from the sale of 
Moose Plates. This funding goes directly 
to the Nongame and Endangered Wildlife 
Program and aids in carrying out our 
mission to safeguard New Hampshire’s 
nongame wildlife – animals that are not 
hunted, fished, or trapped. 

Moose Plate funding provides critical 
“match” that allows the Nongame Program 
to qualify for federal State Wildlife Grants. 
So each time you buy, or renew, your N.H. 
Moose Plate, your money is matched, 
making it go even further in helping to 
conserve New Hampshire’s wildlife. Thank 
you for your continued support of the N.H. 
Conservation License Plate Program! For 
more information, visit mooseplate.com. 

During fiscal year 2014, Moose Plate 
funding supported fifteen Nongame Program 
projects, ranging from species monitoring, 
to educational programs in schools to land 
conservation. Below are some highlights 
of how Moose Plate funding is benefitting 
conservation in New Hampshire:

•  A total of 460 acres in Hooksett is 
now under a conservation easement held 
by N.H. Fish and Game. The parcel was 
identified in the N.H. Wildlife Action 
Plan as a high priority area for conserva-
tion. It lies within the Lake Massabesic 
watershed (Manchester’s public drink-
ing water supply), abuts Bear Brook 
State Park and Manchester Water Works 
properties, and is in close proximity to 
a 500-acre parcel that was conserved in 
2011. The property is part of an unde-
veloped area that is more than 20,000 
acres in size.

•  Eleven applicants received funding 
through the Schoolyard Habitat Project, 
which provides assistance to schools 
and other organizations to implement 
conservation education through hands-on 
wildlife habitat enhancement projects with 
youth. Schools in Chichester, Gilford, 
Lincoln, Lyme, Merrimack, Monroe, War-
ner and Webster, along with the Belknap 
County Conservation District, the Coos 

County 4-H, and the Boys and Girls Club 
in Lisbon, all received funding and imple-
mented projects, from creating pollinator 
gardens to planting shrubs to building 
houses for bluebirds, bats and bees. 

•  Biologists were able to locate an East-
ern box turtle that was found and report-
ed to Fish and Game. It was determined 
the rare turtle was a female attempting 
to nest. The turtle was equipped with a 
radio transmitter and released where it 
was found and is being monitored. This 
is only the second Eastern box turtle be-
ing tracked in the state. 

•  Monitoring continued at the one 
previously known timber rattlesnake 

Moose Plate Dollars at Work
population to evaluate habitat use and 
population health. Sixteen individual 
adult rattlesnakes were observed includ-
ing one pregnant female that gave birth 
to nine neonates (newly born snakes).

•  Four known communal dens of 
Northern black racer snakes were sur-
veyed on two occasions in April 2014 
to assess the presence of Snake Fungal 
Disease. Eleven racers were captured and 
examined for signs of the disease and 
then released unharmed. None of the 
black racers captured appeared infected.

For the full report, and to find out where 
the rest of the Moose Plate proceeds are allo-
cated, visit mooseplate.com.

Fast Facts: Snowy Owl
Status: Population trend unknown. Rare and 
irregular winter visitor throughout New Hampshire, 
especially on the seacoast. More numerous in 
some years than others, which may be related to 
the availability of food in their breeding habitats. 

Physical description: Up to 28” long and up to 
57” wingspan. White body, with dark bars and 
spots and yellow eyes. Females and young have 
more markings; males have markings when they 
are young, but tend to lose them and become 
whiter as they age.

Voice: Both sexes make hoots, whistles and 
hisses. Males are more likely to make a series 
of 2-6 low hoots that can be heard up to 
seven miles away by other snowy owls on the 
tundra.

Commonly Confused Species: Barn 
owls are also white underneath, but 

are brownish on top and have a 
distinctive heart-shaped face.

Habitat: Open beaches, marshes, fields, airports 
and islands along the coast.

Nesting: On the tundra, females build their nests 
on the ground and may reuse the same nest for 
multiple years. A full clutch consists of 3-11 eggs, 
and incubation lasts for up to 32 days. Within 
hours of hatching, young have white down; within 
five days, their eyes open. Chicks leave the nest 
around three weeks of age.

Diet: During the breeding season on the tundra, 
their diet consists primarily (sometimes entirely) 
of lemmings. They also prey on waterfowl, 
rodents and rabbits. Agile fliers, they are able to 
catch small birds in flight.

Fun Facts: Males lose their dark markings and 
turn whiter as they age. Females retain their 
markings throughout their life.  Last winter saw 
one of the highest recorded influxes of snowy 
owls - some of which made it as far south as 
Texas and Florida. Snowy owls continued to be 
sighted at the Isles of Shoals throughout the 
summer of 2014.

Snowy Owl (Nyctea scandiaca)
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at 603-271-2461. 
The Nongame Program will continue 

working with the University of New 
Hampshire to conduct DNA testing on 
pellets that are collected during the surveys, 
with the goal of ultimately gaining a better 
understanding about the population size 
and health.

The Habitat Connection
In addition to pellet surveys, biologists 

will be live trapping and collaring 10-20 
New England cottontails from the known 
population in Londonderry. These rabbits 
will be monitored using radio telemetry to 
determine their use of the habitat and how 
far they travel.

Researchers are finding that the 
habitat that New England cottontails use 
can vary greatly. In some states, they use 
pine barrens; in others, they use wetter 
areas, such as laurel thickets. In New 
Hampshire, researchers are finding New 
England cottontails in the seacoast region, 
where they use early successional areas 
that are dense with both native and exotic 
shrubs, as well as in the Merrimack River 
watershed, where they use mostly dry, 
upland young forests. 

To date, a total of 750 acres have been 
actively managed to provide habitat for New 
England cottontail in New Hampshire, 
including on state, municipal, and private 

lands. An additional 250 acres have been 
identified and will be managed to meet 
the state’s goal for New England cottontail 
habitat management for 2015.

Listing Decision
The New England cottontail initiative 

is a joint effort among state agencies, the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), 
Natural Resources Conservation Service, 
Roger Williams Park Zoo and many local 
conservation organizations, non-profits, 
and businesses. The USFWS has awarded 
the initiative a fourth Competitive State 
Wildlife Grant to continue captive breeding, 
monitoring and habitat restoration efforts 
throughout the New England cottontail’s 
range. A corporate partner, Stonyfield Farm, 
designated the New England cottontail 
restoration effort as the beneficiary of its 
Earth Day 5K race last spring.  

Members of the New England cottontail 
initiative will continue to work with the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to move 
forward with determining whether or not to 
list New England cottontails as threatened 
or endangered under the Endangered 
Species Act. A preliminary decision, with a 
period for public comment, is expected in 
2015, with a final determination to be made 
by September 2015. 

For more information, visit: 
http://newenglandcottontail.org.

WAP continued on page 4

Wildlife Action 
Plan

Taking a New Look at the 

By Loren Valliere, Biological Technician

Snowy Owl (Nyctea scandiaca)

COTTONTAILS continued from page 1
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NNew Hampshire’s Wildlife Action Plan is 
due for a complete update by September 30, 
2015. This voluminous document identifies 
the state’s Species of Greatest Conservation 
Need, outlines threats to wildlife and their 
habitats, and describes conservation strategies 
to address these threats. The plan has been 
guiding work to protect and enhance wildlife 
and habitats across the state for nine years. 
With the plan, and the many tools that have 

Wildlife Action Plan attendees tour a conservation area and learn about different habitat types. 
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new, wild New England cottontails will 
be live-trapped from New Hampshire, 
Maine, Connecticut and Massachusetts and 
brought in to maintain genetic diversity in 
the captive breeding stock. 

Winter Pellet Surveys
Surveys will continue this winter to 

collect pellets from different locations 
around the state. Weather conditions can 
really impact the effectiveness of these 
surveys from year to year. For instance, if 
there is a lack of snow cover, some sites may 
only be surveyed once. Known locations, 
such as the release site and surrounding area, 
will be surveyed to determine survival and 
dispersal.

Potential sites that were historic 
locations of New England cottontails, such 
as Madbury and Barrington, will also be 
surveyed.  New areas will be visited as well, 
including a site in Londonderry where a 
road-killed rabbit was found last spring and 
confirmed to be a New England cottontail. 
This individual was much further south 
of the known population in Londonderry, 
which is the largest known population of 
New England cottontails in the state. 

“Road-killed cottontails provide 
very important information for us,” said 
Holman. She asked that anyone finding 
a road-killed cottontail to report it to 
N.H. Fish and Game’s Wildlife Division 
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JANUARY

•	 	Winter is a wonderful time of year for viewing 
wildlife! Snow on the ground makes finding 
tracks, scat and owl pellets easier, and bare-
branched trees reveal birds perching and hopping 
limb to limb.	

FEBRUARY

•	 	Love is in the air! Flying squirrels begin mating 
this month. These nocturnal acrobats are active 
throughout the year.	

MARCH

•	 	What is your favorite sound of spring? Is it the 
red-winged blackbirds singing conk-a-ree from the 
marshes? Or is it the spring peepers calling from 
the ponds? An abundance of wildlife activity brings 
welcome sounds from all around.

RETURN SERVICE REQUESTED

WAP continued from page 3

WINTER
Wildlife Almanac

The 2015 update comes at a critical 
time in New Hampshire’s natural history. 
Since the creation of the first Wildlife 
Action Plan in 2005, our state has been 
faced with some unforeseen challenges: 
White Nose Syndrome has emerged in our 
bat populations, native snakes have been 
inflicted with a deadly fungal disease, and 
populations of pollinators like bees and 
butterflies have seen drastic declines. The 
Wildlife Action Plan revision provides New 
Hampshire with an opportunity to come 
together to work on assessing new threats 
to species and habitats and to formulate 
strategies to address these. 

Together, we look ahead to the next ten 
years as we dive deeper into the revision 
process. Fish and Game is coordinating 
with other Northeast states to ensure that 
conservation strategies can be compared 
and shared at the regional level. We want 
to provide an even more user-friendly, 
inclusive guide to conservation strategies 
for every community across the state. As 
biologists start talking about new actions 
to abate wildlife threats and create new 
conservation strategies, we will look to 
people like you to share your ideas through 
online surveys and meetings that will be 
scheduled in 2015. Stay tuned!

been created to help implement it, such 
as wildlife habitat maps and the Taking 
Action for Wildlife Program, Fish and 
Game and its many partners have protected 
over 235,000 acres of wildlife habitat!

The revision process was kicked 
off by inviting experts from across the 
region to share their knowledge on the 
current distribution and abundance of 
rare or potentially declining species. This 
information is being transformed into 
an updated list of Species of Greatest 
Conservation Need. Some exciting 
recoveries that have come since the first 
Wildlife Action Plan rolled out include 
the removal of ospreys and Coopers hawks 
from the endangered species list, and the 
downgrading of peregrines and common 
terns from endangered to threatened. 

The Wildlife Action Plan has provided 
a platform for various groups to work 
together in a way that is both collaborative 
and efficient. For example, a coalition 
of conservation and forestry groups, 
municipalities and state and federal 
agencies worked together to develop 
guidelines for new culverts so that they 
are sized appropriately for fish passage and 
can address increased flooding to protect 
roadways and public safety.  

Thank You 
Fall Donors!

TThank you to all those who 
responded in support of our 
special appeal last fall! With 
your support, Fish and Game’s 
Nongame and Endangered 
Wildlife Program is moving 
forward to carry out a first-of-its-
kind conservation plan focused on 
the elusive wood turtle. Through 
monitoring, reaching out to 
landowners, and coordinating 
efforts with researchers 
throughout the Northeast, we will 
be working to protect wood turtle 
habitat and ultimately conserve 
healthy populations of wood 
turtles for years to come. Thank 
you for your continued support! 

To view the complete roster of 
donors, please visit wildnh.com 
and search “Nongame Donors.”


