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Fall Issue

The new interpretive trail at Steigerwald Lake
National Wildlife Refuge is well underway. The
trail has been cleared and gravel has been
laid, bridges and board walks are installed
where they are needed, and an information
kiosk has been erected. The parking area has
been leveled and restrooms are installed.

Maps and
brochures
will be
available
at the all-
weather
kiosk.

When finished, the trail will connect the parking
area on the south side of Highway 14 just east
of Gibbons Creek to the Columbia River Dike
Trail. Two routes will connect to the Dike Trail.
After travelling along the western edge of the
large Steigerwald Lake dike, one fork
meanders along the woods and past the
wetlands on its way to an eastern connection
with the Dike Trail.

The western fork travels across Gibbons
Creek, through the woods, across the
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west end of Red-tail Lake, and on to the
Columbia River Dike Trail.

The meandering, east fork will be closed to the
public between October 1 and April 30 to
protect wintering waterfowl. The western fork
will be open all year.

Trailhead and trail construction is planned to
be complete by December 30. Installation of
an irrigation system and native plantings is
planned for this winter. Installation of
interpretive media should be complete next
spring, with a grand opening planned for late
spring/early summer 2009.

Workmen use a crane to lower a bridge into
place on the trail.
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For the convenience of our volunteers, we
have decided to schedule regular work parties
at Steigerwald Lake NWR the third Saturday of
each month, rain or shine. Work parties will be
from 9:00 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. They may involve
planting native trees, shrubs and plants;
removing invasive species such as
blackberries or ivy; or other hands-on habitat
restoration projects.

Come dressed for the weather, including a hat,
as it can be quite breezy (and/or rainy) on the
Refuge. If you have hiking boots you should
wear them, but tennis shoes will work OK.
Bring your work gloves and water bottle. A
small pack is also a good idea. We will provide
all the tools and materials. Meet at the parking
lot at Captain William Clark Park. From
Highway 14, take S. 32" Street south through
the Port of Camas-Washougal until you reach
Index Street. Turn left and park in the lot just
east of the restrooms at the Park (at the foot of
the Columbia River Dike Trail).

You can sign up by using the calendar on our
website, www.RefugeStewards.org. For
information about the month’s particular
projects, call Carol Kohler at 360/834-4344.

Third Saturday work parties begin this month.

What do you call a group of coots?
See page 3 for the answer.
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By Steven Clark*®

Pierce National Wildlife Refuge, south of
Highway 14 between Beacon Rock and North
Bonneville, is the site of a project to re-
establish a breeding population of the western
pond turtle. This turtle, one of two native to
Washington, had gone from being very
numerous to being on the brink of extinction in
the State. In 1990 there may have been fewer
than 100 western pond turtles remaining here.

Western pond
turtle hatchlings
get a head start
at the Oregon
Zoo before they
are released at
Pierce NWR, as
these were.

Since 1991, the Washington Department of
Fish and Wildlife, working with the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service and the Oregon and
Washington Zoos, has been working to
increase the number of these turtles and
establish breeding populations in suitable
habitat.

The western pond turtle is not very
distinguished-looking. It may have some
flecking on its head and neck, but it is generally
fairly drab and dull in color, typically a dark
olive. The plastron (lower shell) is creamy to
yellow in color. It is distinguished from the
more common painted turtle, which has yellow
(continued on page 3)
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(continued from page 2)
stripes on its head, a shiny carapace (the top
shell), and a bright orange plastron.

Where they are found, both painted and pond
turtles can be can often be seen sunning on
logs and docks in the morning and afternoon
sun, especially during the spring weather while
the water is cold and the sun is warm.

. Young
people from
a nearby

| summer
camp
helped
release
pond turtles
at Pierce
NWR this
summer.

When reproduction occurs in the wild, female
pond turtles lay their eggs during late
May/early June in shallow, upland holes. The
mother buries 4-6 eggs the size of large
grapes, then wanders back to the pond, never
to attend to the nest again! The eggs are
incubated by the sun and the turtles hatch
underground in the fall. But rather than digging
their way out and going to the pond, these
quarter-sized babies stay underground for 5-6
more months! They eat and drink nothing and
spend their first winter in their natal hole. Then
in early spring, warmer weather brings them
out of their hole and down to the water for the
first time.

The first months of the turtles’ existence are
fraught with peril. Most nests get dug up and
the eggs eaten by skunks, raccoons, foxes,

and any other predator that happens to find
them. Then, in the first 1-2 years of their life,
they are so small that their shell doesn’t offer
them much benéefit; bullfrogs swallow them
whole and many other aquatic predators easily
consume them. Finally, when they reach about
3 years of age, they are big enough to thwart
predation.

To help the young turtles survive their first
year, State biologists put protective cages over
the turtles’ nests during the spring. In the fall,
biologists dig up those nests and capture the
newly hatched turtles while they are still in the
ground. These hatchlings are fed and kept
warm in a perpetual summer at the Oregon
Zoo and Seattle’s Woodland Park Zoo. In only
10 months, these turtles are as big as a 3-year-
old turtle, at which time they can be released
into suitable pond turtle habitat.

Pierce National Wildlife Refuge has been
receiving these “head started” baby turtles
every summer for nearly 10 years now, and it
is one of the few places where western pond
turtles can be seen basking on rocks and logs
just as they did 100 years ago. To survive on
their own, they need good wetlands with good
upland nesting habitat. A natural wetland will
give refuge for small turtles to avoid predation.
It will provide native plants and algae and even
bugs for their diet.

Females need sunny, grassy, upland sites
close to the water to make their nests. Males
and females need upland sites because most
don’t spend their winter in the water! Most
pond turtles at Pierce dig small scrapes among
shrubs and grasses where they spend their
dormant season October to March.

(continued on page 4)

What do you call a group of coots?

A cover.
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(continued from page 3)

The turtles also need a habitat that doesn’t
overwhelm them with non-native biota such as
bullfrogs, cats, dogs, non-native plants that
overgrow nesting sites, etc. Removing non-
native plants, especially Himalayan blackberry,
is one way in which volunteers can help the
turtles.

Today, over 90 percent of the young turtles
that arrive at Pierce survive. The next step will
be to see if they can nest successfully without
the help of zoos to give the hatchlings a 10-
month head start. If they do, then we will have
helped them resume their natural place in the
environment.

[*Steven Clark, a faculty member at Clark College,
worked with the western pond turtle recovery team
from 1999 to 2004. He is also a Stewards
member.]
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Control of invasive, non-native plants is vital to
maintenance of quality wildlife habitat on the
Columbia Gorge Refuges. And volunteer
Cyndi Soliz plays a key role in those control
efforts.

Since 2005, Cyndi has worked in the Skamania
County Noxious Weed Program. Her work
centers on efforts to eradicate Japanese
knotweed, garlic mustard, scotch broom,
Himalayan blackberries, and false indigo bush.

Cyndi, husband Paul, five Appaloosa horses
and an assortment of dogs, cats, chickens and
geese reside on 7 acres in the Washougal
River Valley. Cyndi’s favorite hobbies center
on gardening and horseback riding. Since she
was a youngster growing up on farms in Texas
and near Richland, Washington, Cyndi has
collected an array of ribbons at equestrian
events — from barrel races, jumping, and trail
riding to cutting-horse competitions.

Active in maintaining her area’s rural lifestyle,
Cyndi also volunteers in Skamania County
government activities. She currently serves on
the County Planning Commission, and is vice
president of the local Fire District 4 Auxiliary.
She is also a founding member of the Cape
Horn Conservancy, a citizen group that
supports sound use of the Cape Horn hiking
trail.

As a Refuge volunteer, much of Cyndi’s limited
free time in the past 2 years has been spent
attacking invasive plants at Steigerwald and
Pierce NWRs. Using approved herbicides and
application methods, Cyndi and fellow
volunteers have substantially reduced the
spread of several invasive plant species,
particularly Himalayan blackberries and false
indigo bush. Without such periodic control,
invasive plants can crowd out native vegetation
preferred by wildlife for food and cover.

knotweed.

Due to the prevalence of certain invasive
plants near the lower Columbia River, their
control requires annual attention. It will remain
necessary to continue training volunteers in
proper use of herbicides at the Gorge Refuges.
(continued on page 5)
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(Continued from page 4)

We are fortunate to be able to count on Cyndi
as one of our volunteers. If you would like to
be a volunteer helping Cyndi on one of her
projects, please contact us at
volunteer@refugestewards.org.
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We invite you to join us in our efforts to support
the Columbia River Gorge Refuges. By joining
the Refuge Stewards, you support the fish,
wildlife and plants that rely on the Gorge
Refuges and assure that they can be enjoyed
by future generations.

If you have any questions, please visit our
website at www.refugestewards.org, or contact
us at volunteer@refugestewards.org.
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Members will receive periodic news about the
Refuges, Stewards’ activities, and
opportunities to visit the Refuges or volunteer
for projects. Providing your email

address helps us save money in distributing
this information. Members also are invited

to go on special members-only tours, attend
board meetings, participate in committees, and
vote at the annual meeting.

# % QO
__$15 Individual
__$25 Family
Donation (please indicate amount $ )

All dues and donations are fully tax deductible.

Name
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Mailing

Address
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Phone

Please make checks payable to O
+ 1 * 1 , and mail to:
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Gay Leslie, President

Carol Konhler, Vice President

Wil Niosi, Secretary

Joan Durgin, Treasurer

Wilson Cady, Environmental Education Ch.
Randy Fortish, Director

Rick Jones, Director

Sallie Jones, Habitat Restoration Chair
Dave Miller, Director
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