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CONSERVATION AND NATURAL HISTORY

he Eastern Musk Turtle (Sternotherus odoratus; Fig. 1), to occupy the littoral zone of the water column, where indi-
has one of the largest ranges of any freshwater turtle in  viduals prey upon various organisms, including gastropods
North America. It ranges from eastern Canada south through ~ and bivalves (Ford and Moll 2004). In recent years, S. odo-
Florida and west into central Texas (Mahmoud 1969; Powell ~ 7azus is known to prey on invasive bivalves such as Zebra
etal. 2016). Within a given ecosystem, this species is known ~ Mussels (Dreissena polymorpha; Patterson and Lindeman

Fig. 1. Adult Eastern Musk Turtles (Sternotherus odoratus) captured at Comal Springs, New Braunfels, Texas. Note the pronounced head width on the
individual on the left. This head size is common at Comal Springs.
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2009) and Asian Clams (Corbicula fluminea; Wilhelm and
Plummer 2012), but has not been documented preying on
invasive snails. Herein we report the first observation of pre-
dation by S. odoratus on two species of invasive snails.

Since 2012, the Turtle Survival Alliance North American
Freshwater Turtle Research Group (TSA-NAFTRG) has con-
ducted a turtle population survey at Comal Springs in New
Braunfels, Texas. This spring distributes a consistent water flow
of approximately 726,799,000 liters per day with stable, year-
round temperatures ranging from about 23.1 °C t0 23.9 °C 1L 8¢
(Brune 1981). However, this spring also harbors two species 2 #s
of invasive snails, the Giant Ramshorn Snail (Marisa cornuari- Fig. 3. Red-rimmed Melania (Melanoides tuberculata) taken from Comal
etis, Fig. 2; Horne et al. 1992) and the Red-rimmed Melania S[')rir'lgs, New Braunfe‘ls, Texas. This invasive species has become prolific
(Melanoides tuberculata;, Fig. 3; Murray 1964). While the first within the Comal Springs ccosystem.
recorded occurrence of M. tuberculata in the Comal Springs
ecosystem occurred in the 1960s (Murray 1964) and the first ~ large adult S. odoratus actively cracking the shells of M. cornu-
recorded occurrence of M. cornuarietisin Comal Springs was ~ arietis and consuming the large snails in portions. We chose
recorded in the 1980s (Horne et al. 1992), we are unaware of  to further investigate predation by S. odoratus by examining

any reports of S. odoratus preying on either of these snails. the contents of the turtles’ fecal samples.

However, over the past four years, we have observed S. We captured a total of 46 turtles by hand during a quar-
odoratus actively preying upon both species of invasive snails.  terly sampling session on 2—4 February 2013 for fecal sample
These observations usually involved capturing the turtles  analysis. Turtles were individually placed in plastic containers
while they were visibly attacking something in the substrate, ~ overnight to allow the turtles an opportunity to defecate. We

only to find out that what they were eating was an invasive ~ placed fecal samples in a freezer to preserve any fragile mate-
gastropod. In fact, researchers often catch the turtles with the  rials and then filtered and sorted samples using a small lab
invasive snails in their mouths. Volunteers also have reported ~ spatula and forceps. We then attempted to identify gastropod
shell fragments to species. Of the 46 turtles, only 15 produced
fecal samples. Of the 15 fecal samples, 13 contained shell
fragments from gastropods. Of these, 11 were confirmed to
be from M. tuberculara. Shell fragments from the remaining
two samples were too crushed to be clearly identified; how-
ever, we suspect that they were likely from M. cornuarietis.

With documentation that the S. odoratus population in
Comal Springs does prey on two invasive snail species, we
are interested in exploring how these interactions are affecting
each species. Is predation by a robust S. odoratus population
(Fig. 4) regulating populations of either invasive snail spe-
cies at Comal Springs? Likewise, is the addition of these prey
species influencing the reproductive biology, physiology, or
morphology of S. odoratus at Comal Springs? These are ques-
tions we hope to answer with future research.
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Fig. 4. Eastern Musk Turtles (Sternotherus odoratus) captured during a quarterly population survey at Comal Springs, New Braunfels, Texas.
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