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Project Objectives: 
The objectives of this project were to complete a pilot survey to determine present occupancy 
of historic sites and locate new sites for the ornate box turtle in Illinois. The surveys assessed 
presence/absence; gathered data on any live specimens encountered and marked turtles for 
future identification. Since recent records are available for only 11 counties of the previously 
known 45 counties of existence, these surveys will begin to give a more current picture of 
where this species continues to exist in these parts of Illinois.  We also hope that this pilot 
would provide a model for future survey work, and long-term monitoring of the ornate box 
turtle throughout its historic range in Illinois. 
 
Completed Project Summary: 
The original project was amended to include the use of specially trained Boykin Spaniels to 
survey for ornate box turtle at sites across the state in addition to volunteer survey on foot or 
by car. The use of the dogs proved to be instrumental in finding the turtles in all types of 
habitat. Nearly all of the 20 turtles found over the survey period were found by the dogs with 
the exception of several of the turtles that were found at Goose Lake State Park. This was due 
to the very recent prescribed burn at Collins Station Prairie that cleared the vegetation and 
made it much easier to find the turtles. The downside to the late burn/early warm weather was 
that two turtles were killed in the fire and two additional ones were injured and had to be 
removed from the site to seek veterinary care. Both were taken to a veterinarian by Dan Kirk 
(IDNR) but neither survived.  Twenty-eight visits were made in the spring of 2011 and the spring 
of 2012 with the Turtle Dogs and four additional visits were made to two other locations by 
foot and by car by volunteers. Overall 31 visits were made to 29 different locations in 13 
counties. Twenty individual ornate box turtles were found at seven different sites in six 
counties.  
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The Boykin Spaniels will bring back turtles in their mouths, like most hunting dogs they have very 

“soft” mouths and do not harm the turtles. They also do not distinguish between turtle species – this 

one got bit in the nose by a red-eared slider it picked up at Wayne Fitzgerald State Park. 

 
Project Methodology: 
The original proposal was to rely heavily on the use of volunteers to search historic locations on 
foot or by road surveys after a rain through areas of potential habitat; both of these methods 
have historically been effective when populations were larger.  After submitting the original 
proposal we learned of the use of specially trained dogs on surveys completed by US Fish & 
Wildlife Service at the Upper Mississippi River Wildlife Refuge. The use of the dogs has been 
shown to be much more effective than human (on foot) surveyors in finding these elusive 
turtles, particularly when they are under any kind of vegetation or slightly buried in the ground. 
Based on discussions with Ed Britton from USFWS we requested a modification to the original 
grant scope to include the use of dogs as part of our survey. Contracting with the Tennessee 
Turtle Dogs was also very cost effective with rates of $175-$225 per day plus travel. Overall the 
dogs found 18 of the 20 turtles found. The Tennessee Turtle Dogs have also been contracted by 
several other site managers or researchers in the state including multiple contracts at the 
Upper Mississippi Wildlife Refuge in 2010 and 2011, a researcher working at Nachusa 
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Grasslands in 2012 and they will be working with the Forest Preserve District of Will County in 
2013. 
 
Site Selection: 
Historically the Ornate Box Turtle was found in 45 counties across the state representing areas 
within the Southern Till Plain, Rock River Hill Country, Kankakee Sands and marginal areas of 
the Grand Prairie Natural Divisions.  Survey sites were identified in each natural division based 
on record data from the Illinois Natural History Survey that did not have recent (after 2000) 
records of the turtles. We started with a list of sites in the Illinois counties of Stephenson, 
Winnebago, Ogle, Carroll, Lee, Whiteside, Kankakee, Will & Grundy; Fulton, Tazewell, Mason, 
Menard, Cass, Pike, Morgan, Sangamon, Macoupin, Montgomery, Shelby, Coles, & 
Edgar; Cumberland, Clark, Jasper, Crawford, Effingham, Fayette, Bond, Madison, St. Clair, 
Monroe, Randolph, Clinton, Washington, Perry, Jackson, Marion, Jefferson, Franklin, Clay, 
Richland, & Wayne. We worked with Illinois DNR District Biologists to further refine site 
selection based on whether or not appropriate habitat was still available, landowner 
willingness, and whether or not Prairie Chickens were on site. Preserve managers did not want 
the dogs to be used on sites during the Prairie Chicken nesting and fledging period. Most sites 
identified were on state owned lands. 
  
  

A male ornate box turtle found at Anderson Savanna Nature Preserve in Kankakee County 
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Table 1. Survey Sites 

Site Name County 

Wayne Fitzgerald State Park Franklin 

Goose Lake State Park Grundy 

Hooper Branch Savanna Iroquois 

Maskoda Preserve TNC Kankakee 

Carl Beckler NP  & Anderson Savanna Kankakee 

Sweet Fern Savanna Kankakee 

Sand Prairie Scrub Oak NP Mason 

Sand Ridge State Forest Complex Mason 

Sand Ridge State Forest Complex - Gleason NP Mason 

Sparks Pond NP Mason 

Sand Ridge State Forest Complex Mason 

Sand Prairie Scrub Oak NP Mason 

Sand Ridge State Forest Complex Mason 

Dr. Warren Barrow -  Private Land Morgan 

Pine Rock NP Ogle 

Pearl Farm Pike 

Schuline Road Eden to Evansville Randolph 

Freiburg - Private Land Scott 

Washington County State Conservation Area Washington 

Wilmington Shrub Prairie NP Will 

Hitts Siding NP Will 

Braidwood Dunes Will 

Sand Ridge Savanna Will 

Braidwood Dunes & Savanna NP Will 

Sugar River Alder Preserve Winnebago 

Colored Sands Savanna Winnebago 

 
Survey Protocols: 
Protocols for this survey were developed based on similar surveys for other sand associated herps.  
Equipment kits consisted of calipers, two spring scales, and files for gathering information on captured 
turtles. A soil thermometer, kestrel weather meter and GPS were also used to collect site information. 
Search Effort forms (based on similar forms developed by the Illinois Natural History Survey for 
amphibian and reptile surveys) were filled out for every site (Attachment 1) with information on site 
location, date, time, weather, soil temperature, observers, time started and ended,  number Ornate Box 
Turtles found, numbers of other reptiles found. Additionally, Box Turtle Capture Sheets were completed 
for every individual found (Attachment 2). This included information on location, weather conditions, 
soil temp, habitat description, size, sex, distinctive markings and location of file notch. All individuals 
were notched with a file along one of the marginal scutes of the carapace for future identification, 
photographed, and then released at its site of capture the same day. 

Weather and location data was collected at the beginning of each survey prior to letting the 
dogs start. Start and stop time was recorded and “penalty time” was tracked when observers 
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needed to stop to collect data on captured turtles. Dogs were guided through as much of the 
available habitat on the site and observers searched while walking behind the dogs. Total 
search time was recorded to quantify search effort.  Weather information was also recorded at 
the end of the survey. 
 
Figure 1. Map of Historic Range and 2011-2012 Survey  
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Survey Data: 
Twenty-eight visits were made in the spring of 2011 and the spring of 2012 with the Tennessee 
Turtle Dogs and four additional visits were made to two other locations by foot and by car by 
volunteers. Overall 31 visits were made to 29 different locations in 13 counties. Twenty 
individuals were found at seven different sites in six counties.  In addition, while at the 
Washington County site, 28 eastern box turtles were found by the Tennessee Turtle dogs during 
the same period during which two ornate box turtles were found.  
 
As an initial statewide survey we were successful at confirming presences in six counties – 
Grundy, Kankakee, Mason, Pike, Washington and Will, but there is still much work to do. 
Weather conditions in 2012 were not ideal with cooler than normal temperatures during the 
April and May period following egress from hibernation, followed by severe drought and high 
temperatures in the summer.  Ornate Box Turtles are generally not very active during cooler 
early season temperatures, and may have remained buried to escape hot and dry conditions 
later in the season. This was also confirmed with conversations with Ed Britton from USFWS at 
the Upper Mississippi Wildlife Refuge where radio tagged turtles were not nearly as active in 
early May 2012 as they were in previous years. Several sites have a lot more suitable habitat 
than could be surveyed with the time allotted including Goose Lake SP, the Kankakee Sands 
region, and Winnebago County. It would also be advised to visit more sites in the Pearl/Nebo 
area where there are a number of private lands that have suitable habitat contiguous with 
where we found 4 individuals.  IDNR Natural Heritage Biologist Dean Corgiat reported a 
landowner contact in early 2013 during which the landowner showed him a shell of a dead 
ornate box turtle from his property.  The site where the shell originated was >3 miles from the 
site where they were detected by dogs in 2011.  There is a great deal of similar habitat in this 
part of Pike County.  Overall the number of individuals we found does not bode well for a 
species that take 10-15 years to reach maturity and has low reproduction rates. From data 
collected outside of this project there are only two sites in the state that have numbers that 
may represent viable populations – the greater Upper Mississippi Wildlife Refuge area and the 
Nachusa Grasslands area.  Exact survey locations can be provided as necessary. 
 
 
Table 2. Survey Results by Site 

Site Name Date 

Total 
Human 

Time 

Total 
Dog 
Time 

# 
found County 

Wayne Fitzgerald State Park 5/9/2011 234 156 0 Franklin 

Wayne Fitzgerald State Park 5/9/2011 399 207 0 Franklin 

Goose Lake State Park 4/26/2012 771 384 4 Grundy 

Hooper Branch 5/11/2011 522 348 0 Iroquois 

Maskoda Preserve TNC 5/12/2011 452 296 0 Kankakee 

Carl Beckler NP  & Anderson Savanna 5/12/2011 1125 620 2 Kankakee 

Sweet Fern Savanna 4/29/2012 313 285 0 Kankakee 

Sand Prairie Scrub Oak NP 4/23/2012 472 359 0 Mason 
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Sand Ridge State Forest Complex 4/23/2012 160 240 0 Mason 

Sand Ridge State Forest Complex 4/24/2012 236 384 0 Mason 

Sparks Pond Natural Area 4/24/2012 352 204 0 Mason 

Sand Ridge State Forest Complex 4/24/2012 380 228 0 Mason 

Sand Prairie Scrub Oak NP 4/25/2012 186 186 0 Mason 

Sand Ridge State Forest Complex 4/26/2012 225 255 3 Mason 

Dr. Warren Barrow Private Land 5/10/2011 155 31 0 Morgan 

Pine Rock NP 5/19/2012 130 0 0 Ogle 

Pine Rock NP 6/19/2012 115 0 0 Ogle 

Pine Rock NP 6/30/2012 120 0 0 Ogle 

Pearl Farm 5/10/2011 303 328 4 Pike 

Schuline Road Eden to Evansville 9/2/2012 115 0 0 Randolph 

Freiburg Private Land 5/10/2011 265 106 0 Scott 

Washington County State Conservation 
Area 5/9/2011 740 560 2 Washington 

Washington County State Conservation 
Area 5/9/2011 110 78 0 Washington 

Wilmington Shrub Prairie 5/13/2011 812 426 4 Will 

Hitts Siding 5/13/2011 960 280 1 Will 

Braidwood Dunes 4/27/2012 840 315 0 Will 

Sand Ridge Savanna 4/30/2012 672 336 0 Will 

Braidwood Dunes & Savanna 4/27/2013 664 249 0 Will 

Sugar River Alder Preserve 5/1/2012 152 228 0 Winnebago 

Sugar River Alder Preserve 5/1/2012 208 156 0 Winnebago 

Colored Sands Savanna 5/2/2012 495 270 0 Winnebago 

 
TOTALS 12683 7515 20 

  
 
Permits: 
The principal investigator applied for and received all needed permits including a scientific 
collecting permit, Illinois Nature Preserves Commission permit, Permit for surveying on state 
owned lands and an endangered/threatened species permit to allow temporary holding and 
data collection of any live or dead ornate box turtle encountered by them.  We also received a 
permit from the Forest Preserve District of Will County. 
 
Budget Summary: 
We are requesting originally requested $9,780 to cover volunteer mileage and contractual 
services with the Tennessee Turtle Dogs. Final expenditures totaled $5,529.66 as detailed in the 
budget table below. Because all of the volunteers are trained professionals, or advanced 
amateur naturalists, the contributions of these initial volunteers are estimated at the 
equivalent of $40 hour. Matching funds totaled $16,480.78, providing an ~84% match to grant 
funds expended. 
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Table 3. Budget 
 

DETAILED BUDGET 

      WPF Funds 
Matching 

Funds Total 

Personnel Rate Qty.       

Business Manager $55  5  $         275.00     $          275.00  

Principal Investigator $75  126.5    $      9,487.50   $      9,487.50  

Volunteers $40  145.75    $      5,830.00   $      5,830.00  

    
 

      

Travel   
 

      

Mileage $0.555  1202  $         667.11     $          667.11  

Match Mileage  $    0.555  2096 
 

 $      1,163.28    

Equipment           

            

Materials & Supplies           

            

            

Contractual Services           

            

Tennessee Turtle Dogs 2011      $     1,641.00     $      1,641.00  

Tennessee Turtle Dogs 2012      $     2,946.55     $      2,946.55  

            

TOTALS      $     5,529.66   $    16,480.78   $    20,847.16  

 
Acknowledgements: 
A special thanks to Scott Ballard from Illinois DNR, and Mike Redmer for volunteering their valuable 
input and time in selecting sites, contacting landowners and helping with the surveys. 
 
Thanks you to those who provided assistance in the field: Dean Corgiat, Tim Kelley, Joe Kath, Dan Kirk, 
Bob Massey, Terry Esker, Scott Simpson, all from Illinois DNR,  Kim Roman , INPC,  Glen Buckner  Forest 
Preserve District of  Will County,  Mike Groves, Eric Bednar and Michelle Vieau , Forest Preserve District 
of Winnebago County, Rob Litgen,  Nature Conservancy from Kankakee area, Bill Glass, US Forest 
Service, Richard B. King, Northern Illinois University,  and Matt Ignoffo  and Anne Yen, volunteers. 
  



9 
Illinois Wildlife Preservation Fund – State-wide Survey for the Ornate Box Turtle 

Attachment 1.  Survey Search Effort Form 
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Attachment 2.  Individual Box Turtle Capture Sheet 
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Appendix A – Photo log of captured Turtles 
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