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Recovery: Saving the Lake Erie Watersnake,
A Lesson in Outreach

Ted Williams
In 1999, when the Lake Erie Watersnake (Nerodia sipedon Early island settlers released pigs in a successful effort to
insularum) was listed as federally threatened, fewer than reduce watersnakes. In 1937, Roger Conant, curator of her-

2,000 adults remained on the planet. Recovery efforts haven’t  petology at the Toledo Zoo, found snakes on some islands,
slowed since its delisting in 2011. Now there are at least ~ but none on a formerly productive one. A proud resident of

10,000 adults. that island offered this explanation: “It shows how efficient
It’s hard enough to save wildlife the public perceives as  we have been in getting rid of snakes.”
“adorable,” like island foxes or “beautiful” like loons. But how The snakes, rare even in Conant’s day, decreased ten-fold

do you save creatures the public perceives as “repulsive?” And from the 1950s to the 1980s. In 1986, it took Dr. Richard
how do you do it in barely more than a decade? The answers ~ King of Northern Illinois University a month to find as many
that follow provide a model for how managers need to apply ~ as Conant had found in a day. That convinced the U.S. Fish

the Endangered Species Act. But first, some history. and Wildlife Service to make the subspecies a candidate for
The Lake Erie Watersnake is restricted to the lake’s ~ Endangered Species Act protection.

western basin on “Islands of the Snakes,” named by French But the killing continued. In high summer, females,

explorers who encountered watersnakes by the thousands ~ heavy with live young, basked languidly on rocks, making

“sunning themselves in heaps, knots, and snarls.” easy targets. Easier targets were the balled-up mating con-

This subspecies of Northern Watersnake is long, thick, ~ gregations in spring, easier still the logy, hibernating con-
and dark and, even by snake standards, ill-tempered. Pick one  gregations uncovered during off-season yard work. Islanders

up, and it’s apt to bite you, doing no real damage but spread- ~ bragged about dousing them with gasoline and lighting them
ing its jaws to pit-viper width. Then it may hose you down  on fire or dicing them with shovels.
with excreta laced with vile-smelling musk. The snake has clearly benefited from major habitat protec-

Lake Erie Watersnakes were frequently killed because  tion by state, federal and private grants and partnerships includ-
they were mistaken for rattlesnakes or copperheads; but this  ing the Ohio DNR, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and
was aberrant behavior. More often they were killed because  grass-roots conservation organizations like the Black Swamp

they were mistaken for water moccasins. When properly iden-  Conservancy (http://www.blackswamp.org/) and The Nature
tified they were killed for being “ugly.” Conservancy (https://www.nature.org/?redirect=https-301).

This article first appeared on 23 January Ted Williams detests baseball, but is as
2017 in Cool Green Science, the con- | s o obsessed with fishing as was the “real” (or, as he
servation science blog of The Nature much prefers, “late”) Ted Williams. What he
Conservancy (http://blog.nature.org/ finds really discouraging is when readers meet
science/2017/01/23/recovery-saving- him in person and still think he’s the frozen
lake-erie-watersnake-lesson-outreach- ballplayer. The surviving Ted writes full time
science-communication/). “Recovery: on fish and wildlife issues. In addition to free-
Saving the Lake Erie Watersnake, A , lancing for national publications, he serves as
Lesson in Outreach” (text and images) Conservation Editor for Fly Rod & Reel where
© 2017 Ted Williams. he contributes a regular feature-length column.
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Baby Lake Erie Watersnakes (Nerodia sipedon insularum). Photograph courtesy of Dr. Kristin Stanford, Ohio Sea Grant and Stone Laboratory.
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Volunteers including kids help estimate Lake Erie Watersnake populations
as part of Kristin Stanford’s research and outreach efforts. Photograph
courtesy of Dr. Kristin Stanford, Ohio Sea Grant and Stone Laboratory.

152

IRCF REPTILES & AMPHIBIANS e« 24(2):150-154 * AUG 2017

But natural habitat hasn’t been the whole story or even the
main story.

Dr. Kristin Stanford, Education and Outreach
Coordinator for Ohio State University’s Stone Laboratory
(http://stonelab.osu.edu/), was a grad student helping King
with a study of Lake Erie Watersnakes from 2000 until com-
pleting her doctoral dissertation under his direction in 2012.
In that document, she noted that one might expect North
Bass Island, the largest of the four uninhabited Ohio islands
and with least shoreline disturbance, to have the most water-
snakes. Instead, it has the fewest.

“Could this indicate that habitat destruction is less a lim-
iting factor than human persecution?” I asked her.

“Absolutely,” she replied, “Watersnakes are quite tolerant
of disturbance as long as they have some of their needs met —
shelter sites where they can hide from predators, good forag-
ing habitat, and nearby hibernation habitat. We see them all
the time around limestone-boulder jetties.”

In 1999 the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the Ohio
Division of Wildlife started stumping for watersnake pro-
tection by meeting with landowners and distributing signs,
brochures, and newsletters. But the agencies needed a per-
son who could make the public understand the science —
someone smart, pleasant, patient, enthusiastic, thick-skinned,
and likable. That person, already on the islands doing snake
research, was Stanford.

“I fell in love with the recovery project,” she says. “I saw
this massive communication void. People were frustrated;
they had questions and concerns. They didn’t know who to
talk to. I think a lot of recovery programs are lacking in that
they don’t have that one person able to mediate between agen-
cies and the public. I could have had the best research, but if
I left someone’s yard with them not understanding what we
were doing, it didn’t matter. This is less about data and more
about people. That was the epiphany I had as a grad student.
I threw my heart and soul into education. I think that’s what
helped us make a difference.”

Kate Parsons, the Ohio Division of Wildlife’s (htep://
wildlife.ohiodnr.gov/) endangered species coordinator,
assesses Stanford as follows: “She’s unique. She has a strong
science background; she knows how to create good research
projects and conservation plans; and she has great people
skills. She’s so personable that everyone wants to talk to her.”

Stanford hatched a “Respect the Snake” website (heep://
respectthesnake.com/), hosted radio shows, and wrote a regu-
lar newspaper column — “Ask the Snake Lady.” With the
help of 20 colleges, five state agencies, three federal or pro-
vincial agencies, three regional herpetological societies, three
nature centers, and island residents, she set up workshops,
programs at schools and nature camps, information booths
and distributed shirts, stickers, magnets, and other save-
the-snake gewgaws with all proceeds going to watersnake
recovery. The torrent of signs (like “Water Snakes Welcome
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Watersnake versus goby. Photograph courtesy of Dr. Kristin Stanford, Ohio Sea Grant and Stone Laboratory.
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Here”) and brochures (like “A Lake-Shore Property Owner’s
Guide to Living With Lake Erie Watersnakes”) intensified.
The Snake Lady’s outreach effort even attracted the atten-
tion of the Discovery Channel which filmed her field work
for its “Dirty Jobs” program (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=LC-Ve6V21Sw) with host Mike Rowe properly bit-
ten and pooped on.

Stanford got students excited about finding watersnakes,
and taught them that these animals are part of their island
heritage. Parents who killed snakes or even badmouthed them
got lectured by their children.

“Kristin embraced the snake and the islanders (literally
and figuratively), grabbing watersnakes by the handfuls while
chatting with islanders about snake biology, life history, and
significance,” remarks Megan Seymour, the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service’s Lake Erie Watersnake recovery coordina-
tor (https://www.fws.gov/midwest/endangered/reptiles/lews/
index.html). “She created a sea change in how people think
about snakes.”

Ironically, Lake Erie Watersnake recovery is getting
a boost from an otherwise destructive alien invader — the
Round Goby (Neogobius melanostomus), a small fish trans-
ported in tanker ballast water from the Black and Caspian
Sea regions and which exploded in the lake about the time
the snake was listed. Stanford has documented a shift in the
snake’s diet to mostly Round Gobies and a corresponding
surge in survival, reproduction, and growth.
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Three surveys of public attitudes about Lake Erie
Watersnakes — in 1999, 2008, and 2014 — tell a fascinat-
ing story. There hadn’t been much outreach before 1999, yet
in that survey there was only one negative comment: “I don’t
like snakes.” Typical of others that year were: “If the snakes
can live with me, I can live with them” and “I'll do anything to
help!” In 2008, a full third of the comments were negative. For
example: “Since the beginning of time, snakes have been man’s
enemy; read the bible” and “The Snake Lady and the wildlife
people have [kept] more and more people from swimming.”
There were some negative comments in 2014 (like “I hate all
snakes”), but a sharp decline from 2008. What does it all mean?

In 1999, there were essentially no snakes to offend any-
one. In 2008, with recovery underway, there were lots; they’d
even taken to basking in boats. In 2014, there were even more
snakes, but the Snake Lady had been reaching islanders. Some
of the negative 2014 comments had a positive component as
in: “Not a big fan of snakes but have learned to tolerate them
and understand their role in our ecosystem.” And: “I do not
like snakes. I would not deliberately destroy them.”

Getting people to love or even like the Lake Erie
Watersnake was never one of the outreach goals. Stanford
quotes a current mantra: “‘I'm so sick of hearing about the
Snake Lady and her damned snakes.”

“That’s fine with me,” she says. “Most people still don’t
like watersnakes, but at least they’re not killing them any-
more.

Lake Erie watersnake mating congregation. Courtesy of Dr. Kristin Stanford, Ohio Sea Grant and Stone Laboratory



