Rare snake documented on Orcas Island

Land Bank staff made an unexpected discovery while improving a trail on Turtleback Mountain Preserve.  Stewards Doug McCutchen and Ruthie Dougherty were surprised to encounter a small brown snake after turning over a large rock.  “We were looking for the perfect rock during trail construction” explained McCutchen,”the last thing I expected to find was a rare snake!” 

Known as a Sharptail Snake, the small snake is named for the short bony point on its tail that researchers believe it uses to spear or hold prey and possibly to help dig holes.  Little is known about this elusive species and this is the first documented sighting in the San Juan Islands.  Washington State Dept. of Fish and Wildlife staff member Lori Salzar said “This is a very exciting find!  There have been a few sightings of Sharptails on Vancouver Island and in the Gulf Islands, and we have long wondered if they might occur in the San Juan Islands.  That it happened on conservation land is all the more exciting.”  

The small snakes spend much of their time underground, are not venomous, and are believed to have slugs as their preferred prey.  In general, their preferred habitat is on rocky south facing slopes at the margin of fir and madrone forests that maintain some sort of seasonal wetness.  The snakes rarely grow over twelve inches in length and are most recognizable by both the sharp point on their tail and black and white horizontal stripes on their underside.

Through the efforts of the San Juan Preservation Trust, and the citizens of San Juan County through the San Juan County Land Bank, and the Trust for Public Land the remarkable acquisition of Turtleback Mountain Preserve became a reality last fall.  The preserve is open for limited public access and will be managed for conservation purposes in perpetuity by the Land Bank.

For more information on the reptiles, snakes, and amphibians of Washington State visit the DNR’s Herpetology website:   http://www.dnr.wa.gov/nhp/refdesk/herp/index.html 
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