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In southern New Hampshire, two 
Nongame Program biologists carefully 

pick their way through thick shrubs of 
dogwood, winterberry, blueberry and thorny 
multiflora rose. Some places are so thick 
that they drop to their hands and knees and 
crawl. This mess of vegetation is the ideal 
spot for a New England cottontail. 
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The biologists have placed traps baited 
with apples in hopes of catching these tricky 
rabbits. The project, now in its third year, has 
resulted in over 20 rabbits being radio-collared 
for tracking. Today the traps are all empty, but 
that is to be expected. Sometimes cottontails 
are tough to find. The biologists will set the 
traps and return again, as part of a new project 

aimed at understanding popu-
lation dynamics at the largest 
known site of New England 
cottontails in the state.

“Right now we are 
tracking four collared rabbits, 
with a goal of adding 25 
more to bolster our sample 
size,” explains Brett Ferry, a 
biological technician with 
the Nongame Program and 
a graduate student at the 
University of New Hampshire. 
Ferry is looking at how these 
different patches of rabbits 
interact with each other, with 
a larger goal of using this 
information to strengthen the 
recovery plan for the state-
endangered species. 

Ferry’s efforts are focused 
on one area in Londonderry, 
which is known to host a 
population of New England 
cottontails. There are still a 

lot of unknowns – Ferry is seeking to gather 
information about relatedness of the rabbits 
and how they move around the landscape and 
disperse from their “home patch.” Cottontails 
tend to stick to one patch of habitat, even 
though they are part of a larger population 
using several patches. 

“If we can expand this data set further 
through collaring and tracking the rabbits 
once a week, we can get a realistic look at the 
viability of this particular cottontail popula-
tion,” says Ferry.

Two main focus areas exist for New 
England cottontail monitoring and habitat 
work in New Hampshire. The Merrimack 
Valley focus area encompasses parts of 
Londonderry, Manchester, Litchfield, 
Merrimack, Amherst, Bedford, Hudson and 
Pelham. The Seacoast focus area is based in 
Rollinsford, Dover, Madbury, Lee and Durham.

The second biologist, Nongame Biological 
Aide Tyler Mahard, is studying the predation 
pressure cottontails face. The abundance of 
predators, along with habitat quality, controls 
the ability of a cottontail population to persist 
at a given habitat patch. 

Mahard has deployed 20 motion-activated 
cameras in areas of known cottontail 
populations. The goal of his ongoing project 
is to develop an index of predator density that 
could be used to select future release sites 

Studies key in on threats to 
New England cottontails
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When October’s brisk morning air signals 
the arrival of fall, wood turtles move 

back into rivers and streams. Josh Megyesy, 
a biological aide and leader of field surveys 
for these rare turtles, knows that his best 
chance of finding the turtles at that time of 
year is to jump right into the chilly water. 
He focuses on searching for the yellowish 
streaks of color that mark a wood turtle’s shell 
moving through the stream. His window of 
opportunity is growing thin. By November, 
the temperatures will be too cold for surveys, 
because wood turtles will be hidden in the 
riverbanks to hibernate through the winter. 
As Megyesy treks through a kilometer-long 
section of river, he notes the habitat features 
and uses of nearby land, and stops to take 
careful measurements of every wood turtle 
encountered. 

Wood turtles are one of the few species of 
conservation concern that can be found from 
the southern border of New Hampshire north 
through Pittsburg. For years, it’s been known 

that wood turtles exist, scattered around the 
state, but many reports were of injured turtles 
on roads or in hay fields, and little population 
information was available. These turtles can 
be hard to find because of their relatively low 
numbers and their habit of moving out of 
their stream home into surrounding uplands, 
where their streaky appearance blends in well 
with leaves and grasses.

The 2016 round of fall surveys was 
the last for the wood turtle project under 
the Competitive State Wildlife Grant that 
began in 2014 and included eleven other 
states. Funds from this federal grant were 
matched by sales of Conservation License 
Plates (the “moose plate”) and donations to 
the Nongame Program. Before taking to the 
rivers of the Northeast, biologists searched 
out the highest-quality sections of streams, 
giving each a unique site name. Wood turtles 
were found at almost every site the team had 
chosen to survey! 

“We’ve learned a lot about the kinds of 
habitats wood turtles are using and where to 
expect them during different seasons, which 
is helpful in creating a plan for conserving 
the species throughout the state,” Megyesy 
explains.

Several sites have been identified as high 
priority, based on the initial survey results. At 
these sites, the wood turtle team conducted a 
series of three surveys, in both spring and fall 
seasons, and identified potential nesting areas 
within the site.

“We found that fall surveys were only 
about half as productive as the spring 
surveys,” Megyesy says. “It’s easier to see 
turtles then because there’s less vegetation, 
and turtles are coming up on the banks for 
warmth in early spring.” 

New Hampshire’s monitoring results 
will be analyzed, along with data from other 
participating states, for a comprehensive 
assessment of the entire Northeastern popu-
lation of wood turtles. Data will be compiled 
this winter and sent in to the regional team, 
which will analyze the density and abundance 
of the Northeast’s wood turtle population. 

Management plans will be developed 
for the highest-priority sites to identify and 
mitigate threats to wood turtle populations. 

TEAM IN THE STREAM
Regional Wood Turtle Research Yields Valuable Data 
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GOLDEN EAGLE
(Aquila chrysaetos)

SPOTLIGHT
ON SPECIES OF GREATEST CONSERVATION NEED

Description: A large, uniformly dark raptor 
with a light wash of gold on the hind-neck. 

Habitat: Spruce-fir forest, northern 
hardwood-conifer forests, hemlock-hardwood-
pine forests, and rocky ridge, cliff and talus.

Threats: Golden eagles can ingest lead as a 
result of scavenging lead-poisoned prey, like 
fish or birds that have ingested lead fishing 
tackle. They are also vulnerable to scavenging 
other poisoned food sources. 

Conservation Actions: Follow New 
Hampshire’s fishing laws, which include the 
prohibition of certain lead fishing sinkers and 
jigs (learn more at fishleadfree.org)

Fun Fact: It would be a lucky sight to see a 
golden eagle in New Hampshire. The best 
places to watch for them are mountain ranges 
and large lakes during migration and the 
winter months. Young bald eagles can be 
easily confused with golden eagles, so have 
your field guide handy. 

This large, wide-ranging eagle used 
to breed in the eastern U.S., but has 
not been documented breeding here 
since 1996. Golden eagle populations 
have seen a general decline across 
North America.

Biological Aide Josh Megyesy attaches a 
transmitter to an adult wood turtle. The unique 
signal can be tracked for up to two years.
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Already, some 
light habitat manage-
ment was done last summer at 
one high-priority site where Megyesy and his 
team observed nesting female wood turtles 
using an area that was rapidly being shaded in 
by shrubs, tall grasses and trees. Wood turtles 
need open, sunny areas with sandy or loamy 
ground to lay their eggs. Using hand tools, 
the team and a small group of helpers opened 
this area up, hopefully providing enough sun 
to help the eggs develop into strong, healthy 
hatchlings.

Creating and implementing management 
plans will be essential for wood turtles, since 
they face a suite of threats identified through 
surveys and outlined in the Wildlife Action 
Plan. At high-priority sites, biologists now 
have the opportunity to study site-specific 
problems and track the growth or decline of 
the population. 

One way of diving deeper into the life of 
a wood turtle is to follow their movements. 
Fish and Game biologists are currently moni-
toring seven wood turtles in southern New 
Hampshire with the use of radio-telemetry. 
Lightweight transmitters were carefully glued 
to the shell of each turtle, so that Megyesy 
and his team can locate their whereabouts 
and track their movements. 

This tracking study was launched in 
response to a “bank-armoring” project along 
a stream that was known to support a wood 
turtle population. Machinery was used to jam 

TEAM IN THE STREAM
Regional Wood Turtle Research Yields Valuable Data 
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Each time a “Moose Plate” is purchased 
through New Hampshire’s Conservation 

and Heritage License Plate Program, a 
portion of the funds are allocated to the 
Nongame Program and matched by federal 
grants. In 2016, Moose Plate funds were 
used on a variety of nongame projects, 
including the submittal of a State Wildlife 
Grant application to conserve and restore 
state-endangered brook floater mussels. This 
nationally competitive project will increase 
range-wide strategic planning to reduce 
further population loss and develop site-spe-
cific conservation actions to benefit brook 
floaters. This will result in a regional recovery 
plan for this quickly declining species.

Moose Plate 
Dollars at Work

stumps and wood pieces into the riverbank 
in an attempt to stop erosion. Biologists will 
continue to monitor the seven turtles there to 
determine their response to this management 
activity. It’s possible that the turtles may 
utilize this new addition to their stream 

habitat, possibly even for hibernation. The 
results from this new study will help inform 
the management plans being created for 
streams in other parts of the Northeast – all 
in hopes of protecting the elusive wood turtle 
for many years to come.
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for captive-raised New England cottontails. 
When deciding where to place the cameras, 
Mahard looks for linear features on the 
landscape, like fences, watercourses, or field 
edges, as well as signs of wildlife travel. 

The cameras have worked – the project 
revealed photographs of coyotes, fishers, 
bobcats, foxes and smaller mammals. These 
predators are common in New Hampshire, 
but biologists are trying to detect differences 
in density based on habitat characteristics and 
surrounding land use.

The cameras were deployed for 70 nights 
at each site. Potential cottontail predators 
were detected on 42 nights at the Seacoast 
site, and on just 26 nights in the Merrimack 
Valley. Gray fox was the most frequently 
detected potential predator at both sites. The 
cameras were also successful at detecting 
rabbits in the area, providing information 
that may help guide future cottontail recovery 
efforts.  These camera surveys will occur again 
in coming months.

Survey work also continues this winter as 
biologists use a regional protocol to search for 
signs of rabbits in the two focus areas. Signs 
may include teeth marks on branches, tracks, 
or pellets, which can be used to extract DNA 
to determine if the rabbit is indeed a New 

England cottontail. The project welcomes 
volunteers to help collect rabbit pellets when 
there’s snow on the ground; watch for volunteer 
training for this and other opportunities, such 
as cottontail habitat restoration, advertised by 
the Stewardship Network New England. 

Keeping track of where New England 
cottontails persist, continuing habitat work to 
create or maintain their shrubby home, and 
conducting in-depth studies on the threats 
they face, are all part of furthering the recovery 
of this species in New Hampshire.

JANUARY
•  Opossums stay active during the winter, but 
den up in extremely cold temperatures. Their 
hairless ears, tail and feet are vulnerable to 
frostbite! Watch for their five-toed tracks in the 
snow, distinguishable thanks to the long thumb 
on their back feet.

FEBRUARY
•  Small mammals like red squirrels build net-
works of tunnels under the snow to reach places 
where they have stored away food.

MARCH
•  Masses of miniscule black “snow fleas” 
are easily seen against the white snow, often 
congregating as snow begins to thaw. These 
are not really fleas, but primitive 
insects known as 
springtails, named for 
their ability to jump 
using a forked appendage 
at the end of their body.
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Gray fox were the most common predators 
documented at the cottontail sites. 

In October, Nongame Wildlife Biologist Mike 

Marchand and Conservation Officer Mike 

Matson released an immature bald eagle that 

had recovered from a broken collarbone. The 

injured eagle was discovered in August and 

reported to Fish and Game. Matson captured 

the eagle and delivered it to Wings of the 

Dawn Wildlife Rehabilitation Center and Bird 

Sanctuary, where Maria Colby rehabilitated the 

bird for release.
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