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The forests of Southwest Michigan are
home to wide variety of woodland
creatures. While most of the time we
think of the woods as being the home
of game species and songbirds, we
also need to remember the less
glamorous species. Turtles, snakes,
and lizards are reptiles that all rely
on our forests, even during the cold
seasons. Reptiles, unlike mammals,
rely on their surroundings to regulate
their body temperature, and also
depend on their environment for
breeding, nesting, and surviving cold
weather. Managing our woods
carefully with these species in mind,
can help these amazing creatures.

When we picture an ideal
environment for reptiles, deserts and
barren areas come to mind. However,
forests can provide for these cold-
blooded creatures in interesting ways.
Forests provide layers of habitat,
most commonly known as the
Canopy, Understory, Forest Floor, and
Leaf Litter. Each of these layers are
important not just for plant
biodiversity, but for animals as well.
Reptiles in Michigan tend to make use
of the lowest layers of the forest; the
Forest Floor and Leaf Litter layer. The
most critical portion of what is on the
Forest Floor is known as “Down
Woody Debris”. This is basically just
dead wood that is on the ground,
usually from a tree falling down or
from the leftover branches after a
timber harvest. This debris is useful
for the plants, because it reintroduces
the carbon and other nutrients from
the wood back into the soil through
decomposing. It is also useful for a
large variety of animals, as down
logs are used for mating rituals,
nesting for eggs, and shelter from the
elements. 

In fact, down logs and woody debris
are necessary for the nesting of the
endangered Massasauga rattlesnake.
Cold-blooded creatures also depend
on forests for temperature
regulation. Forests are typically
cooler in the summer and warmer in
the winter because of the many
layers of vegetation. Since reptiles
don't keep up their body temperature
through metabolism like us, having a
stable environment like you can find
in the forest can be life-saving.

When managing our woodland, it is
important to be mindful of our
impacts on the critters that live
there. Before we do any sort of forest
management, it is important to
consider the location, weather
patterns, and timing around our
activities. When considering location,
it is important to note that many
reptiles find their home on the edge
of forests into wetlands or open
fields. Knowing this, we can choose
to manage the woods to increase
“edge” habitat, or to avoid
disturbance in these areas with a
buffer zone. The weather, while
sometimes unpredictable, can lead
to situations where timber
management can cause undue
damage to reptile habitat, or even to
the creatures themselves. For
example, the Eastern Box Turtle is
most active after heavy rain, so
delaying forest management
activities after a good downpour can
help protect these turtles. Finally,
the timing of our activities during the
year can help protect forest wildlife.
Spring is a time of abundance for all
creatures, but is also when clutches
of snakes, lizards and turtles hatch.
Planning any activities that would
heavily disrupt the woods should be
set for after this very sensitive time-
frame.

Giving thought and care towards
Michigan's woodland is important for
sustaining the critters that reside
there. Most of Michigan's forest land
is owned by individuals and families.
The Michigan Forestry Assistance
Program is here to help guide
landowners to make sustainable
forestry the easy choice. District
Forester Ben Savoie is able to provide
free on-site assessments for
landowners in Barry, Allegan, and
Ottawa counties. Give Ben a call at
269-908-4134 or email at
ben.savoie@macd.org to set up your
site visit!

This Month By
the Numbers

 
Site Visits - 2

 
 Visit Acreage - 57

 
Private Sector Referrals - 2

 
Media Occurrences - 4

 
Outreach Events - 1

Attendance - 16
 

Pierce Cedar Creek Institute
Winter Tree ID hike

 

Forests for Reptiles

Open Referrals:

70-22-05
 

15 Acres of woods, primarily
Sugar Maple/Beech with a
significant Oak component.

Logging has not been done in
memory of current landowner.

Land located in Alpine
Township, Kent county.

 
 


