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Timber Rattlesnake Survey Methodology
Lost Lake Site

Purpose

To determine if Timber Rattlesnake (Crotalus horridus) exists or is likely to exist on the Lost
Lake property of approximately 2080 acres in the Town of Forestburgh.  Currently there are no
known dens on the property, however, the property is relatively remote and has not been
surveyed for the presence of rattlesnakes.  A habitat assessment will be conducted, and a
presence/absence survey performed to determine if rattlesnakes are present in any areas
identified as potential habitat.

Experience of the Timber Rattlesnake consultant, Randy Stechert: Developed a standard
Timber Rattlesnake survey protocol for AI Breisch in the NYSDEC Endangered Species Unit,
and the New York Natural Heritage Program in 2007. This protocol is based on 42 years of
research with the species, and 170 dens personally identified in New York. Additionally, spent
40 years investigating a few personally identified rattlesnake populations some 2 miles east and
southeast of the project site. Despite the aforementioned research period, and numerous
conversations with local residents, only four rattlesnake sightings were reported nearby; the
closest sighting being a black morph rattlesnake observed by former DEC Region 3 forester
Bruce MacMillan (pers. comm.) in the Neversink River gorge ca. 4800' east of the project site on
15 June, 1993. Has already amassed a significant database (42 years) on rattlesnake
occurrence in Sullivan County, and throughout their range in New York. Has 12 years of
radiotracking experience in 4 study areas in Rockland, Orange, and Delaware Counties.

Habitat Assessment - Presence/Absence Surveys 1

The timber rattlesnake habitat assessment will involve field survey of the property and
immediately adjacent areas looking for potential denning sites, basking and/or gestating areas.
Information regarding known rattlesnake dens in relation to this property would be incorporated
into the habitat assessment. The presence/absence study will involve emergence and
post-emergence surveys in the spring (2009) at potential den and basking areas identified. At
the end of this period it should be known with a high level of confidence whether there are any
previously unknown dens located on or near the property.

The Habitat Assessment-Presence/Absence surveys can be conducted in tandem on mild,
sunny to partly cloudy days with shade temperatures between 17°C-25°C (63°F-77°F). Will
verify spring emergence by checking one known den in Rockland County and three dens in
Orange County on 17 and 18 April (2009). Rattlesnakes at these dens emerge 1-3 days earlier
than at dens in Sullivan County. Once emergence has been verified, surveys will begin on and
within a ca. 0.7 mi. radius of the Lost Lake project site. Slopes facing aspects conducive for den
sites, ie. from 95° east-southeast around the southern points to 270° due west, will be checked
for the appropriate Catskill sandstone rock structure.

These surveys will be combined during the rattlesnake's spring emergence period in Sullivan
County; ideally on mild, sunny to partly cloudy days between 25 April and 15 May (2009). This

1

1 Timber Rattlesnake Survey Methodology is based on Survey Protocol Report to Natural Heritage
Program 2007 by Randy Stechert.



chronological period encompasses general and peak emergence, and can be conducted over a
maximum of five eight-hour survey days. 

Approximately 5 emergence surveys will be conducted on optimal days at each of the potential
den and basking areas identified during the Phase 1 assessment. GPS locations of areas
identified as potential dens and basking areas would be recorded. Photos of potential den and
basking areas will be taken.  Any evidence of snake activity, such as remnants of shed skins,
will also be documented.  

If a new den site is discovered by rattlesnake presence on or within about 0.6 mi. (1 km) of the
property, then additional radiotelemetry studies may be required by the NYS Department of
Environmental Conservation Region 3 Endangered Species Unit (ESU).

Following the survey of the property, a report will be written, mapping and describing any
potential timber rattlesnake habitats and activity on the property. Such report will be submitted
to the ESU if the species is found.   

A wildlife biologist with knowledge and experience with rattlesnake studies will conduct or direct
all work.

Potential Radiotelemetry Studies

Describing this potential component of the rattlesnake study at the current time is somewhat
premature. If an undiscovered den is found on or off-site, then one or a combination of two
study methods are generally employed. If a den is found less than 0.6 mile off-site, a limited
sample of up to 10 rattlesnakes are usually outfitted with tapped-on external ATS transmitters
and radiotracked twice a week until their first seasonal shed (generally in June), when the
transmitters are sloughed along with the snake's old epidermal layer. 

Subsequently, any rattlesnakes that have shown a directional proclivity toward the project site,
or any rattlesnakes found on-site (up to six individuals), are surgically implanted with internal
Holohil transmitters and tracked twice weekly through their active season until mid-October to
determine their habitat parameters. 

Radio tracking would be GPSed onto the Hartwood topographic quadrangle map to illustrate
home range parameters and potential site usage. Based on these data, if necessary, an on-site
mitigation plan can be implemented. 

A wildlife biologist certified by NYSDEC to capture and handle rattlesnakes will conduct this
work.

A detailed report including radiotracked rattlesnake movements, identified habitat, and possible
mitigation recommendations will be submitted at the end of the season.
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