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2018 Sandy River Delta Native Turtle & Amphibian Survey 
 
Final Report      
 
 
Summary 
It was deeply satisfying to continue and expand our native turtle and amphibian survey program at 
the Sandy River Delta.  Despite seasonal flooding which covered two-thirds of the Delta for six weeks, 
and increased visitation at an already crowded natural area, we were able to locate a number of 
previously undiscovered red-legged frog breeding sites and potentially the first known western 
painted turtle nesting site.  Twenty survey volunteers from the Friends of the Columbia Gorge and 
Oregon Zoo were trained by Ashley Smithers in March, while 3,000 updated native turtle cards were 
published and distributed, and local Girl Scouts conducted much needed habitat restoration at 
suitable turtle nesting areas. 
 
 

 
Photo 1: Turtle Survey Volunteer Training          Photo 2: Surveyors at wetland site on Sun-Dial Island 
 
 
 
 



 
Project Objectives 
 

1. Increasing the suitability of western painted turtle and red-legged frog habitat at the Delta on 
a project area encompassing 250 acres, comprised of riverine habitat, wetlands, and ponds. 

 
Identifying turtle and amphibian habitat on Sun Dial Island has prompted Sandy River Delta land 
managers to plan for enhancing wetlands by adding basking logs, removing invasive plants, and 
deepening the channel. 
  

2. Preventing recreational impacts to turtle and frog habitat. 
 
The Forest Service is considering closing sensitive wetland habitats to Delta visitors and if nesting 
sites are confirmed, the government’s case for resource protection will becomes stronger. 
  

3. Removing invasive weeds that can create shade and degrade suitable nesting sites. 
 
Patches of highly invasive Japanese knotweed were discovered by surveyors on Sun-Dial Island and 
East Multnomah Soil & Water Conservation District staff will be removing them.  A dedicated local 
Girl Scout Troop removed all blackberry vines from suitable turtle nesting areas. 
 
 

 
 
Photograph 3:  Girl Scouts removing blackberries from suitable turtle nesting sites. 
 



 
4.  Instill a sense of stewardship for painted turtles in local Troutdale and Gresham students who visit 
the Sandy River Delta. 
 
800 students participated in Sandy River Delta stewardship opportunities at the Sandy River Delta in 
2018 and they learned about native turtles and amphibians in the process.  Their teachers received 
new turtle identification cards funded by OWF as part of this project. 
 
Survey Methods 
 
Our basic survey design was taken from the Western Pond Turtle Monitoring Plan (1998 update), 
a draft protocol written by Simon Wray of the Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife and used in 
previous studies on the Medford District BLM. In accordance with this guide, we conducted the 
minimum number of three visits per season per site. 
 
Turtle surveys occurred on March 13, May 5, May 12, June 1, June 16-17, July 2, and July 31.  Follow-
up visits will occur in August to seek out nesting areas where adult turtles were observed in July.  
 
New red-legged frog egg masses were discovered on Sun-Dial Island, their positions marked by GPS 
and the landowner agency notified. 
 
 

 
Photograph 4:  Survey leader Ashley Smithers taking photographs and GPS readings of a newly 
discovered red-legged frog breeding area. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Progress & Results 
 
Our Phase II Delta work included first-time Sun-Dial Island surveys, and though no turtles were 
observed there, suitable habitat was mapped and new red-legged frog egg masses were discovered.  
2016 Phase I turtle surveyors recommended we expand future efforts into July, which has paid off 
this year with 4 turtle sightings.  On March 13, twenty volunteers were trained in turtle survey 
protocols and we somehow found a way to ferry them all to Sun-Dial Island! 
 

 
Photograph 5:  Kayaks were used to ferry survey volunteers to and from Sun-Dial Island. 
 
 
Successes  
 
Painted turtles observed:                 7 
Pond turtles observed:                      0 
 
Red-legged egg masses:                    6 
 
Surveyors trained:                            20 
 
Native turtle cards published:  3,000 
 
Students participating in  
Delta Youth Stewardship:              800 
 
Girl Scouts restoring nesting sites:   9 



 
Challenges 
As mentioned, Columbia River flooding covered 2/3 of the Delta during the 2018 spring season 
making it impossible to survey during that time.  Above normal temperatures also were also a factor 
in low turtle observations.  Homeless camps on Sun-Dial Island are causing environmental damage 
through tree removal, and a fire occurred in July.   Increased visitation may necessitate the Forest 
Service closing portions of sensitive wetland habitats to the public. 
 
Results 
Sandy River Delta Turtle Sightings / Nesting Activity  
7/31/18  
Five (5) intact, desiccated turtle eggs (species UNK) found on ground surface, near shoreline of historic 
channel, west end. 45.554804, -122.378415  
Three (3) western painted turtles observed swimming/basking in wetland/pond south of historic channel, 
west end. 1 adult. 2 juveniles estimated to be ~3-4 years old. 45.553639, -122.378188 
 
7/2/18 
Western Painted Turtle Description: Number: 1: Observed Message: Crossing a sandy area near the 
channel that flows from the Sandy River.  
 
6/17/2018 
Western Painted Turtle Description:  Number 1: 45Â°33'02.0"N 122Â°21'44.8"W Observed Message: in 
path next to seasonal pond, retreated to pond 
 
6/16/2018 
Western Painted Turtle Description:  None observed. 
 
6/1/2018 
Western Painted Turtle Description:  Number 1:  45.550371, -122.362302 Message: ~6pm. on path, 
probably traveling to/from nearby seasonal pond 
 
5/13/2018 
Western Painted Turtle Description:  None observed 
 
5/5/2018 
Western Painted Turtle Description: Number 1:  Observed Message: Middle of day laying in grass beside a 
walking trail 
 

 



 
3/12/2018 
Western Painted Turtle Description:  None observed 


