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Background

The Vermont Reptile and Amphibian Atlas is an effort begun in 1994 by the Reptile and Amphibian Scientific Advisory Group for the Vermont Endangered Species Committee.  The atlas project initially began as an effort to gather data for use by this committee.  Data were needed in order to make informed recommendations regarding the appropriate status and conservation of these species.  Since then, the goals have widened to incorporate education, citizen involvement, and dissemination of information.  The ultimate goal of the Atlas is to gather and disseminate data on the reptiles and amphibians of Vermont in a way that involves and informs Vermont individuals and organizations so that they will become more informed and effective stewards of wildlife habitat.  The Atlas has grown since its inception in 1994 to involve over 7,000 volunteers and thirty-five private organizations and government agencies.  With the help of organizations, agencies, volunteers, and staff members, we are continuing to collect information and broaden our knowledge base regarding the natural history, distribution, and effective conservation of Vermont’s reptiles and amphibians.  By providing the best and most up-to-date information on the conservation of these species in Vermont, we have become a trusted party in many conservation activities throughout the state. 
The Vermont Reptile and Amphibian Atlas is the primary repository for reptile and amphibian records from Vermont. Our data have been used for almost all recent publications covering this area and we provide records of rarities to Vermont Fish and Wildlife's Nongame and Natural Heritage Program annually.  
Progress made on our short-term goals for 2020.
Coordinates

Our first short-term goal for 2020 was to assign accurate latitude and longitude coordinates for all of Vermont’s reports of rare or unusual (S1-S3) reptile and amphibian species.  This is essential for modern mapping tools.  All of our new records are entered into our database with latitude and longitude coordinates for point mapping.  New smart-phone photos show us almost exactly where the photos came from.  This was not always the case.  Older records most often came with physical descriptions of roads or landmarks describing the location.  With the help of Atlas herpers Matt Gorton and Kate Kelly and UVM student-interns Lauren Barnes, Sarah Clarke, Sadye Goldfarb, and Hannah Thorne we exceeded our expectations by adding lat long coordinates not only to the more unusual state heritage rank S1-S3 species, but all S4 species as well.  This is over 75,000 of 112,000 records.  We are now double-checking the accuracy of all assigned lat long coordinates for those S1-S4 species and adding lat longs to S5 species.  This project will be ongoing for another year.
Archiving Records

The second short-term goal for 2020 was scanning and labeling all old records to allow future generations access to the original reports our data are based on.  To do this we organized all of our old records and then took them to SecurShred of South Burlington to be scanned and labelled.  
We have now organized and scanned all the original reports that we had filed in our species folders and they have been referenced in the online records in our database.  We still have a few hundred of our original Herp Atlas data sheets that need to be scanned and referenced as well as our slides and some books of photo prints that we recently rediscovered.  This puts us about ¾ of the way through the scanning and labelling process.
Update of the Website/Printed Atlas/Printed Posters

Regular updates have continued to be made to our website and we recently printed limited copies of a 2019 update of our Vermont Reptile and Amphibian Atlas.  We also have updated all four of our posters on the reptiles and amphibians of Vermont.  All of these items will soon be available through our website.
Progress made on our ongoing long-term goals for 2020.
These two shorter-term projects were paired with our long-term research, education, and outreach activities to generate greater public knowledge of the conservation of these species, and conservation action at many levels.  

The broader goals for 2020 were: (1) to gather data for the Vermont Reptile and Amphibian Atlas; (2) to update and improve the Atlas website, Facebook page, and other outreach efforts (3) to review and enter current and previous years’ herpetological reports; (4) to forward electronic files of the most recent calendar year’s data to the VT Nongame and Natural Heritage Program; and (5) to respond to daily requests for information on the identification, conservation, natural history, and management of Vermont’s reptiles and amphibians.

Data on all S1-S3 species reports entered during the 2020 season as well as updated older reports with coordinates have been forwarded to the Nongame and Natural Heritage Program of Vermont Fish and Wildlife.

Contributed records

Between January 1, 2020 and December 3, 2020 over 900 contributors provided 3,603 new records that were entered into the Vermont Reptile and Amphibian Atlas Database.  This brings the total number of reports entered to 113,179.

The 2020 reports included 82 verified reports of S1 species, 191 verified reports of S2 species, 342 verified reports of S3 species, 272 verified reports of S4 species, and 2,185 verified reports of S5 species.  Reports also include unverified and negative records, amphibian and reptile road crossing locations, vernal pools, turtle egg-laying sites, and snake dens.  Sightings came from 224 towns, cities, grants, and gores and all Vermont counties.  They included verified reports of all of Vermont’s native species with the exception of Fowler’s Toad and Boreal Chorus Frog (probably extirpated).  North American Racer reports that were entered this year were all historic.
Records came in faster than usual and from more people.  I believe the increase is due in part to the Covid pandemic. More people have been outside working on gardens, taking hikes, and enjoying other sorts of outdoor recreation and finding reptiles and amphibians. 
As usual, all of these reports have been personally reviewed by us and when at all possible, the contributors have been personally contacted and thanked.  Scores of ID and conservation questions have been personally responded to as well.  

Exotic species
Every year we receive a few reports of non-native reptiles and amphibians that were either released pets or were accidentally transported via boats, trucks, RVs, and cars.  We received a report of a Black and White Tegu (Salvator merianae) from Shaftsbury.  This is an Argentinian lizard that is sold through the pet trade.  We received three different reports of Carolina Anole (Anolis carolinensis) during this time period.  It is not unusual for southern lizards to hitch hike on plants brought up from the south; however, this anole and most other southern species will not survive a Vermont winter outdoors.  Two Pond Sliders (Trachemys scripta) were reported.  This is a common pet turtle species that has become invasive in southern New England.  As our climate continues to warm, they could become invasive in Vermont.
Hypothetical species

We received a report, photo, and shell of an Eastern Box Turtle (Terrapene carolina) this summer. This time from Brattleboro.  This was a dead specimen and the shell is now in our possession.  This adds to a series of reports from that area of Vermont.  As a result of this cluster of reports we suspect that we may well have a small and dispersed population of native box turtles in Vermont.  The shell is labelled and in my office.
New locations out of the expected range

We received a report and photo of a Common Watersnake (Nerodia sipedon) from Weathersfield.  This is considerably further north than any other current record in the Connecticut River Valley.  The nearest known population of this species is ~ 40 miles south in Vernon.

Targeted survey efforts

In 2020, we personally visited over 25 towns to gather new records.  Many survey trips focused on those “towns” (including cities, gores, and grants) that have had the least survey effort.  This is usually the result of low numbers of residents.  Our recent trip to Somerset (two residents) added Spring Salamander (Gyrinophilus porphyriticus) and Pickerel Frog (Lithobates palustris) to the list of known herptile species from that town.  And our hike into Warners Grant (0 residents) added American Bullfrog (Lithobates catesbeianus), Eastern Newt (Notophthalmus viridescens), and Spotted Salamander (Ambystoma maculatum) to the list of known herptile species from the grant.  

No reptiles or amphibians were killed or harmed during any of these activities.

Field trips, presentations, and media outreach

In 2020, almost all planned field trips and in-person presentations were cancelled due to the pandemic.  We did provide an in-person presentation to the New Haven Conservation Commission prior to the pandemic.  We provided an on-line training for the Natural Resources Conservation Service.  We gave an online presentation for the Vermont Nature Conservancy and camp Keewaydin, and Jim Andrews was the guest (by phone) of Jane Lindholm on VPR’s Vermont Edition.
We still owe some people field trips as a result of our 2020 fund raiser (Cindy, Linda, Paul).  We won’t forget them.  They will be scheduled as soon as the pandemic and their schedules allow.
Data sharing

In 2020, we provided records of Ambystoma laterale/jeffersonianum complex to a genetics researcher in the mid-west.  Location data were also provided to Brittany Mosher, a new herpetologist at UVM.  Wood Turtle records were provided to Kiley Briggs of the Orianne Society.  Location data were again provided to the Natural Resource Conservation Service for their conservation easements.  Record data was also provided to the Vermont Center for Ecostudies for their vernal-pool monitoring effort.

We continue to be aggressive about providing data to contributors from target towns where we need more data.  What we provide to these people is a list of common reptiles and amphibians that are expected to be in their towns but have not yet been photo-documented.  For towns that have a good chance of providing habitat for rarer species, we include our list of herptiles that should always be documented.  In 2020 we provided this sort of data to residents of over forty towns.  Many of these exchanges resulted in new town records.

The Forest Ecosystem Monitoring Cooperative and the Colby Hill Ecological Project continue to get exported monitoring data and reports.

Short-term goals for 2021

In addition to our ongoing efforts, these are our short-term goals for 2021.
· Finish scanning the last of the paper reports and organize and reference them online.  

· Begin scanning old slides and photo prints of Vermont reptiles and amphibians and organize and reference them online. 

· Replace our two office computers and update their software.
· Gather survey reports from those towns we have not visited in the last 25 years.
Our IT expert has been telling us for the last couple years that we need to replace our two office computers and update their software.  I have been trying to ignore his advice, but it has become clear, that can ignore him no longer.  In the past we had a grant source out of New York City that provided funds for updating equipment.  They no longer provide those funds to organizations.

Funding
In addition to your contributions, we receive funding regularly from the Lintilhac Foundation, Vermont Fish and Wildlife, the Vermont Forest Ecosystem Monitoring Cooperative of UVM, and the Colby Hill Monitoring Project.   We also receive the donated help of Kiley Briggs from the Orianne Society for cartography and oversight of our Facebook page.  For 2020 we also received funding from the South Lake Champlain Fund of the Vermont Community Foundation. In addition to the projects above, grant funds also support long-term monitoring of reptiles and amphibians on Mt. Mansfield and in Lincoln.  We plan to continue applying for grant funding, but we have come to rely upon $20,000 of donations from the public to meet both our short-term and long-term goals each year.

I hope you can help us reach our funding goal for 2021.
