[bookmark: _GoBack]The following are comments made by the USGS

1.	Small or declining populations are faced with an increase in the risk of extinction due to genetic factors such as inbreeding and loss of genetic diversity and non-genetic factors such as environmental catastrophes	Comment by Brian J Halstead: Another, more insidious threat to small populations is demographic stochasticity. This means that small populations are more susceptible to extinction simply because fewer individuals exist to “average over” individual variation in survival and fecundity, leading to a greater potential of populations to decline because of poor reproduction or survival .


Comment: Addressing the threat to the giant garter snake due to their relatively low numbers and discontinuous habitat which leads to genetic inbreeding and loss of genetic diversity, USGS commented that demographic stochasticity is a more insidious threat.  “This means that small populations are more susceptible to extinction simply because fewer individuals exist to “average over” individual variation in survival and fecundity, leading to a greater potential of populations to decline because of poor reproduction or survival.”

Response: We have included demographic stochsticity in the description of the threat to the giant garter snake from low population numbers isolated in fragmented habitat.  


2.	threats posed by the heavily industrialized agricultural lands include unreliable habitat availability, waterway maintenance, and flood control structure maintenance that injure or kill giant garter snakes directly or indirectly by reducing vegetative cover used for predator avoidance.	Comment by Brian J Halstead: A series of papers by Xavier Santos and colleagues about Natrix maura in the Ebro Delta of Spain document a situation that closely parallels the giant gartersnake – an aquatic snake highly dependent upon rice agriculture for its persistence (in this area, at least). The papers are cited in the most recent version of the habitat suitability manuscript (also attached) and include effects of rice agriculture on food supply, body condition, timing of reproduction (and reproductive strategy), and contamination with organochlorines.
Comment: Addressing the threat to the giant garter snake posed by heavily industrialized agricultural practices, and waterway and flood control structure maintenance, USGS added that a similar situation of an aquatic obligate snake in Spain can provide pertinent information and data.  Specifically stated,  “A series of papers by Xavier Santos and colleagues about Natrix maura in the Ebro Delta of Spain document a situation that closely parallels the giant gartersnake – an aquatic snake highly dependent upon rice agriculture for its persistence (in this area, at least). The papers are cited in the most recent version of the habitat suitability manuscript (also attached) and include effects of rice agriculture on food supply, body condition, timing of reproduction (and reproductive strategy), and contamination with organochlorines
Response: These studies were reviewed, particularly the study: Santos and   2009. The results of this study was used as an example for further support of using rice agriculture as an alternative habitat for the giant garter snake but also emphasizing that measures. 

3.	Neonate (newly born) giant garter snakes may occupy uplands more frequently than adults, perhaps seeking terrestrial prey organisms, such as earthworms (Lumbricus terrestris), and various insects	Comment by Brian J Halstead: Does any evidence exist for this statement? Neonates are notoriously difficult to sample and follow.
Comment: Regarding information presented about the habits of neonate giant garter snakes USGS stated that neonates are difficult to study and requested citations for the information on the behavior of neonates in the draft recovery plan. 
Response: Citations were provided for all information on neonates that was supported by either literary reference or personnel communications.  All anecdotal information about giant garter snake neonates was removed from the recovery plan. 

4.	E. Hansen found that small mammal burrows used for temporary summer shelter were frequently occupied by more than one snake and with concurrent use by both sexes (E. Hansen 2003a).	Comment by Brian J Halstead: This suggests that terrestrial shelter is limiting (at least in some cases). One study I would like to pursue is creating hibernacula on restoration sites and monitoring their use. These would essentially be a pile of riprap and wood (preferably loosely covered with soil) on an island. I have rough plans from similar projects for oviposition sites in France, and a study design in mind for this. I think an added benefit could be increased capture probabilities and better population estimates (think communal hibernacula [red-sided gartersnakes in Manitoba, timber rattlesnakes in the Northeaat]). Of course, we would want a few to several per site to avoid something wiping out an entire population. Just a random idea thrown out there for you!
Not a substantive comment. 

5.	For this reason, giant garter snakes have been found to retreat to higher elevation upland retreats, usually above high water level, to prevent drowning by possible flooding events, which are most likely to occur during the winter months in California (E. Hansen 2003c; ).	Comment by Brian J Halstead: I’m not sure how great a concern over winter drowning is. Most gartersnakes I have worked with (in WI) overwinter underwater in crayfish burrows, often completely submerged for a long time. Many turtles are able to hibernate in hypoxic water under ice for six months or more with no apparent adverse effects (though some appear to suffer from acidosis in particularly severe winters). I think the greatest challenge hibernation presents for the giant gartersnake is physiological stress from being too cold to feed and too warm to adequately suppress metabolism to make it through the winter on fat reserves (a potential negative effect of climate change?). If they avoid water, it may be because it is too warm because of its thermal stability, and therefore results in higher metabolic rates than hibernation with access to air. This is also an area I think requires some additional research so we can identify why snakes hibernate where they do and protect and restore habitat appropriately.
Comment: Concerning the threat of flooding causing drowning to giant garter snakes overwintering in low lying areas, USGS stated that it is probable that giant garter snakes can survive for an extended time under water based on the capability of many other reptile species to overwinter underwater in very cold climates. USGS also stated that garter snakes in Wisconson overwinter in crayfish burrows submerged for a long time.  USGS pointed out that it is more likely that giant garter snakes in the more mild California climate might avoid overwintering in water because the water temperature is never cold enough to sufficiently shut down metabolism for proper hibernation.  However, USGS cautioned that additional research is warranted to determine how winter flooding affects the behavior of giant garter snakes.
Response:  We have revised the giant garter snake recovery plan to provide a more descriptive and discreet explanation of the threat that winter flooding poses to the giant garter snake.  After further discussion with USGS we define flooding as a threat specifically where there are high flow rates from flooding which can displace the snakes.  These flow rates are likely found in channelized waterways, like certain areas within the Yolo or Sutter Bypasses. 

6.	As described earlier numerous surveys provide clear evidence that giant garter snakes occupy agricultural wetlands, particularly active rice fields and the supporting infrastructure, in the absence of suitable natural marsh habitat.  	Comment by Brian J Halstead: This is another area in which we need research. Does the restoration of marsh from rice provide a net benefit to the giant gartersnake? If so, how great is the benefit? Restoring other crops to wetlands would likely provide the greatest net benefit to the giant gartersnake.
Comment: Concerning the use of rice agriculture by giant garter snakes USGS pointed out that since rice is already providing habitat then the restoration of agriculture land in crops other than rice may be of more benefit to the giant garter snake. 
Response: We agree.  The recovery tasks in the final recovery plan have not specified or prioritized any types of land uses for conversion to permanent wetlands to support recovery of the giant garter snake.  Therefore restoration of agriculture land planted in any crop type within the historic range of the giant garter snake will equally be considered during the implementation phase of the recovery plan. 

7.	Habitat suitability models can also assist in the selection of suitable sites for conservation banking and wildlife preserves (Hoegh-Guldberg et al. 2008).  	Comment by Brian J Halstead: This reference actually refers to “assisted colonization” to help species that can’t migrate in response to climate change access suitable habitat.
Not substantive. Changed the quote of this citation.  

8.	Giant garter snake locations were collected by trapping and visual surveys over 20 years in the region, and these locations were subjected to a factor analysis comparing habitat available in the Sacramento Valley to habitat at known giant garter snake locations (Halstead et al. In Review).  	Comment by Brian J Halstead: I used 10 years of USGS data to calibrate the model, and CNDDB records from 1990 – 2008 and USGS data from 2006-present to determine how well the model predicts independent data.
Not substantive. Changed the years to 10. 

9.	Conversely, the giant garter snake is not likely to be found in areas without this available aquatic component, even in areas within the range of the species.	Comment by Brian J Halstead: Or in areas with a high density of rivers and streams (see latest version).
This reinforces what we already say in the recovery plan, that riparian areas are not suitable giant garter snake habitat. Not a substantive comment.

10.	Chemical cues are detected by the vomeronasal system in snakes, which includes the flicking action of the forked tongue (Pough et al. 2001).  	Comment by Brian J Halstead: Snakes also detect airborne cues through their olfactory system, which is analogous to that of other tetrapods.
Comment: In regards to snakes using vomeronasal organs to detect chemical cues, USGS stated that in addition to vomeronasal organs snakes also use olfactory organs that are commonly used by other tetrapod animals to detect airborne chemical cues.
Reply: The applicable section of the recovery plan was updated to include the use of olfactory organs by snakes to detect airborne chemical cues.   

11.	Hansen and Hansen (1990) described the reproductive life-history of the giant garter snake and, based on field observations, found that the breeding season occurs from late July through early September.  It is unknown whether female giant garter snakes resemble other species of snakes in the uncommon ability to store sperm, but a few females when tested with ultrasonic imaging techniques, were observed to be gravid earlier in their active season than expected with the brood appearing more developed than expected (L. Philips pers. comm. 1998).  	Comment by Brian J Halstead: I think the ability to store sperm is fairly widespread in female reptiles.
Not a substantive comment. “Uncommon” was removed from the text in the recovery plan. 


Home ranges of species vary widely in size and are affected by a number of factors including the body size of the individual, species ecology especially feeding habits, and by energy expended by an individual (McNab 1963; Pough et al. 2001).  Climate and weather may also indirectly and directly affect the size of home ranges (McNab 1963).  Snakes generally show little site fidelity, and the activity centers for their home ranges may shift over time (Pough et al. 2001).	Comment by Brian J Halstead: I think this depends on the context. Many snakes demonstrated fidelity to hibernacula, parturition sites, and ecdysis sites.
Comment: Addressing the generalized statement concerning home ranges that snakes do not show site fidelity, USGS stated that under certain circumstances snakes will show fidelity to hibernacula, parturition, and ecdysis sites.  
Reply: We have revised the home range section in the recovery plan to include a statement that, in general, snakes do not demonstrate site fidelity; however, many snakes have shown fidelity specifically to hibernacula, parturition, and ecdysis sites.  


12.	R. Hansen (1980) and Hansen and Brode (1993) observed giant garter snakes feeding on mosquito fish (Gambusia affinis) confined to small pools of water.  	Comment by glenn_wylie: The USGS staff and Sacramento NWR staff have also observed this behavior. ADDRESSED
Comment: USGS confirmed that they have also observed giant garter snakes feeding on mosquito fish confined to small pools of water.  This supports the findings of two other authors cited in the recovery plan. 
Response: We added this citation to the recovery plan.  

13.	Giant garter snakes also prey on sub-adult and larval bullfrogs (Rana catesbeiana) and crayfish (Pacifastacus species and Procambarus species) (Fitch 1941, Fox 1952, R. Hansen 1980, Brode 1988, Hansen and Brode 1993, Rossman et al. 1996, G. Wylie pers. comm 1998).	Comment by glenn_wylie: We have never seen any evidence that crayfish are a prey item, even in areas where crayfish are extremely abundant. ADDRESSED
AND…
14,	Crayfish (Procambarus clarkii) are an introduced species in California and inhabit giant garter snake habitat.  When crayfish molt, they may become the prey of giant garter snakes.  But crayfish also	Comment by glenn_wylie: We have not documented any crayfish as prey of giant gartersnskes.
Comment: In regards to prey items used by the giant garter snake, USGS claimed that they have never observed giant garter snakes feeding on crayfish, even in areas where crayfish are extremely abundant. 
Response: We have updated that section of the recovery plan to remove the crayfish as a prey item of the giant garter snake

15.	Snakes avoid potentially lethal cool autumn and winter temperatures by moving underground into mammal burrows, crevices, or other voids in the earth.  Around October 1, giant garter snakes begin seeking winter retreats.  Foraging and other activities are sporadic at this time and dependent upon weather conditions.  	Comment by glenn_wylie: Usually depending on the prevailing weather conditions. ADDRESSED
Comment: Concerning the timing of giant garter snakes starting the inactive season around October 1, USGS stated that this timing is dependent on the prevailing weather conditions. 
Reply: We updated that section of the recovery plan to state that the inactive season for the giant garter snake begins around October 1, but the timing is dependent on prevailing weather conditions, specifically the advent of cooler weather. 


16.	Due to reduced activity in mid- to late summer, they may become less detectable during these months (Hansen and Brode 1993).  	Comment by glenn_wylie: Our report on the Colusa Basin Drains also shows greatly decreased captures in July and August compared to spring, which is in keeping with our results from other areas. ADDRESED
Comment: USGS confirmed that giant garter snakes show decreased captures in July and August when compared to spring, which supports the citation in the recovery plan that giant garter snakes have a reduced activity level in mid to late summer. 
Response: We included that information as additional support for the statement in the recovery plan that giant garter snake demonstrate a period of reduced activity in mid to late summer. 


17.	This lead to speculation that matings in September or later may result in over-winter storage of sperm by females, which in turn may result in earlier than expected births, that is, during the months of spring.	Comment by glenn_wylie: We have no evidence of any fall mating in the past 15 years. ADDRESSED
Comment: USGS noted that in 15 years of working with the giant garter snake they have acquired any evidence that fall mating occurs with this species.  This is addressing a statement in the draft recovery plan concerning speculation that giant garter snakes were performing fall mating because of observed births of offspring earlier than normally seen in spring. 
Response: We removed the statement about fall matings from the recovery plan because there is no reliable scientific source for that information. 


18.	A number of native mammals and birds are known, or are likely, predators of giant garter snakes, including raccoons (Procyon lotor), striped skunks (Mephitis mephitis), opossums (Didelphis virginiana), foxes (Vulpes vulpes, Urocyon cinereoargenteus), hawks (Buteo species), northern harriers (Circus cyaneus), egrets (Casmerodius albus, Egretta thula), bitterns (Botaurus lentiginosus), and great blue herons (Ardea herodias).  	Comment by glenn_wylie: We have also observed otters eating the snakes. ADDRESSED
Comment: In addition to the list of possible giant garter snake predators in the draft recovery plan USGS stated that otters have been observed eating giant garter snakes. 
Response: In the recovery plan we included otters one of the possible predators of giant garter snakes. 

19.	The Pacific coast aquatic garter snake (Thamnophis atratus) and its two subspecies (T. a. atratus and T. a. hydrophilus) are distributed in regions in Yolo, Solano, and San Joaquin counties and are believed to inhabit areas that overlap with those of the giant garter snake, though this has not been documented.	Comment by glenn_wylie: The only congeners we have seen in our studies are sirtalis and elegans.ADDRESSED
Comment: In regards to co-occurring garter snake species USGS stated that the only other garter snakes they have found co-occurring with the giant garter snake is the common garter snake (T. sirtalis) and the mountain garter snake (T. elegans). 
Reply: We have updated this section of the recovery plan to indicate that these two species, the common and the mountain garter snake, have been documented as co-occurring with the giant garter snake. 

20.	In 1980, R. Hansen presumed the giant garter snake to be extirpated from its historic habitat in Kings, Tulare, and Kern counties.  	Comment by glenn_wylie: These findings are also born out in our 2006 surveys. ADDRESSED
Comment: Addressing the statement in the draft recovery plan that R. Hansen presumed that the giant garter snake was presumed to be extirpated from habitat in King’s, Tulare, and Kern counties, USGS confirmed that their surveys in 2006 covering these areas also indicated that the giant garter snakes were no longer present in that area. 
Reply: We have updated this section of the recovery plan to include the USGS citation to support the finding that the giant garter snake is considered to be extirpated from King’s, Tulare, and Kern counties. 


21.	The areas covered by this survey included Buena Vista, Fresno Slough, Kern NWR, King’s River, and North King’s River.  No giant garter snakes were found during the survey, which was not completed due to lack of funding. 	Comment by glenn_wylie: The survey was as complete as it was intended to be.ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment, the sentence was either changed in the recovery plan. 


22.	Water primrose (Ludwigia peploides ssp. montevidensis), another non-native plant, may concentrate giant garter snake prey in select pockets.  Introduced water primrose has also been observed to constrain movements of giant garter snakes (M. Carpenter pers. comm. 2001), thereby increasing their vulnerability to predation.  However, there is a lack of agreement among giant garter snake researchers regarding whether proliferation of the water primrose may adversely affect the species.  	Comment by glenn_wylie: In our studies a lot of giant gartersnakes use primrose for habitat.  We have found no adverse affects that it would have for them.
Not a substantive comment: This comment supports the statement that there is disagreement among researchers about the threat level of invasive water primrose. Primarily though our treatment of primrose as a threat is because it can alter habitat if it grows densely and chokes out the open water eventually causing the waterbody to dry up.  That is a loss of habitat.  We agree it is difficult to find a direct threat from moderate growth of primrose since it can serve well as cover by the giant garter snake.  

23.	The effect of herbicides upon the giant garter snake is unknown.  However some research has documented the detrimental effects of the commonly used herbicide Atrazine, to the sexual development of larval amphibians (Hayes et al. 2002) and the herbicide glyphosate (Round-up) was found to be lethal to three species of tadpoles when tested in natural mesocosms (Relyea 2005).   	Comment by glenn_wylie: See California Fish and Game 91(2):119-127  2005.
AND….

24. 	Unfortunately, few studies have been performed to determine meaningful biological responses in reptiles to environmentally realistic exposures to pesticides and herbicides (Scholz and Hopkins 2006), although it has been found that these chemicals may accumulate in the tissues of reptiles (Sparling 2000).  . 	Comment by glenn_wylie: Again, see the paper in California Fish and Game.  
Comment: USGS presented a citation that addresses the effect of herbicide on the giant garter snake.  This journal article demonstrated that the behavior and physical condition of two co-occurring garter snake species were not affected by realistic doses of a variety of common herbicides applied orally and externally to the snakes. Robert C. Hosea, Kalen Z. Bjurstrom, and Edward E. Littrell. Acute oral and dermal toxicity of aquatic herbicides and a surfactant to garter snakes. California Fish and Game Journal 2005.  
Response: We included this citation and findings in the recovery plan. 

The following are comments from the California Department of Fish and Wildlife
1.	The giant garter snake is threatened within its remaining range by a wide variety of impacts to its habitat, including habitat loss from urban encroachment, flood control projects, other activities that result in wetland loss and destruction, and agricultural practices that reduce the available aquatic habitat, like the conversion of rice-lands to other crop types or extended fallowing of rice fields.  	Comment by CSOUSA: And the inability to acquire/provide enough summer water in areas of existing habitat; predation, water quality?


2.	California state species of special concern that share many of the same habitats as the giant garter snake include the Pacific Flyway waterfowl, the western pond turtle (Emys marmorata), tricolored blackbird (Agelaius tricolor), yellow-headed blackbird (Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus), Kern red-winged blackbird (Agelaius phoeniceus aciculatus), northern harrier (Circus cyaneus), least bittern (Ixobrychus exilis), black tern (Chlidonias niger), and lesser sandhill crane (Grus canadensis canadensis).  	Comment by dkelly: This was changed in original to conform with chap 2 entries. 
The Central Valley of California is the most important wintering area for waterfowl in the Pacific Flyway, supporting over 20 species and 60 percent of the total flyway population (Central Valley Habitat Joint Venture Implementation Board 1990).
Not a substantive comment. This has changed and a new list is in the recovery plan.   

3.	The maximum number of dorsal scale rows is 23 or 21; supralabials (scales on upper lip) number 8, with the 6th shorter than the 7th; subcaudals (scales on the underside of the tail, counted beginning with the first scale behind the vent) number 73 to 81 in males, 65 to 73 in females; the lateral stripe, when present, is confined to dorsal scale rows 2 and 3 (Van Denburgh and Slevin 1918, Fitch 1940, Stebbins 1985, Rossman and Stewart 1987, Rossman et al. 1996).	Comment by CSOUSA: maybe say narrower since it is the width of the scale not the height that is measured? ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment. But I agree and will make that change.  

4.	Dorsal background color varies from brown to olive with a cream, yellow, or orange dorsal stripe and two light colored lateral stripes (Figure I-2).  Some individuals have a checkered pattern of black spots between the dorsal and lateral stripes.  Background coloration, prominence of the checkered pattern, and the three yellow stripes are individually and geographically variable (R. Hansen 1980).	Comment by CSOUSA: Just a side note- if you’re ever looking for any, we have pictures of spotted snakes or those with little to no striping (since ours do tend to look different than the sac valley snakes)
Not a substantive comment.

5.	Numerous surveys have demonstrated that active rice fields and the supporting water conveyance infrastructure consisting of a matrix of canals, levees, and ditches have served as alternative habitat that is commonly used by the giant garter snakes in the absence of suitable natural marsh habitat ( Hansen 1988, Brode and Hansen 1992, Hansen and Brode 1993, Wylie et al. 1997 ).	Comment by CSOUSA: With so many Hansen’s cited in this document (i.e. George, Eric, and R.), the document throughout often just says “Hansen” and a year… who is that … or can you put an initial with those?  Guess that might be clearer if I had the lit cits though. ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment. The new recovery plan distinguishes the three Hansens by use of the firdst name initial. Thus, R. Hansen, G. Hansen, and E. Hansen. 

6.	Vegetative Cover and Structure  Giant garter snakes bask in tules (Scirpus species), cattails (Typha species), shrubs overhanging the water, patches of floating vegetation including waterweed (Ludwigia peploides), on rice checks, and on grassy banks.  	Comment by CSOUSA: This species is listed elsewhere in the document with primrose common name so maybe continue using that here instead of waterweed? ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment. Howewver, a good point and to be consistent the new recovery plan will call it water primrose and not water weed. 
7.	A study of the Colusa Drain site by Wylie et al. (2008) demonstrated that observed annual variation in densities of giant garter snakes along the Colusa Canal snake may have been a result of the snake’s behavior.	Comment by CSOUSA: Delete ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment. Fixed.  

8.	However, Wylie et al. (2000) reported that in wetlands managed specifically to benefit giant garter snakes, home range estimates were smaller than for those areas lacking comparable management.  Wylie (1998a) also documented 14 captures and recaptures of giant garter snakes using natural channels or sloughs in the Grasslands Wetlands Wildlife Area, Merced County, compared to four captures and recaptures of snakes using irrigation canals.  These observations may indicate that the giant garter snakes may concentrate in the best habitat when all other surrounding habitat has been eliminated or highly degraded.  	Comment by CSOUSA: More than once in the document it talks about a Grasslands Wetlands State “Wildlife Area”… is that an actual DFG wildlife area that Wylie worked on?  But when it refers to just “Grasslands Wetlands”, or just north or south Grasslands (and depending on the citations that follow), Lara and I don’t always know where it is referring to.  Later on, the term “Grasslands Ecological Area” is used though, which I am familiar with.  	Comment by LSPARKS: Yes, I agree with Chrissy’s comment above.  You should be consistent throughout your whole document on what you are calling this area.  Common terms for this area as a whole would be Grasslands Ecological Area (GEA) or Grasslands Wetlands.  But if you are talking about specific land ownership, you should specify State, Federal or private lands.  ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment. However, I agree and have made consistent use of Grasslands Ecological Area or Grasslands Wetlands in the recovery plan. 
9.	Tasks carried out for the giant garter snake are expected to provide benefits to other special status species, including Western Yellow-billed cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus), the Western pond turtle (Emys marmorata), the tricolored blackbird (Agelaius tricolor), the yellow headed blackbird (Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus), the black tern (Chlidonias niger), the northern harrier (Circus cyaneus), the fulvous whistling duck (Dendrocygna bicolor), the least bittern (Ixobrychus exilis), the red head (Aythya americana), and the Pacific Flyway waterfowl	Comment by CSOUSA: Elsewhere you call it Clemmys and I think CNDDB goes with Actinemys now… I think it would be fine to pick any of them as long as you are consistent but I believe Emys is the most outdated one. ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment. Used Emys throughout because it is the genus I learned in grad school. 

10.	Figure I-3 shows the Recovery Units assigned to the GGS as well as the historic occurrences recorded in the CNDDB.  	Comment by CSOUSA: Is this referring to the figure below?  If so, the numbers don’t match up but also, text says it shows CNDDB occurrences but map doesn’t. ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment

11.	At that time three snakes were located during random walking surveys, the species identification confirmed by Eric Hansen, and the snakes were provided with passive implanted transmitters (PIT) for future identification.	Comment by CSOUSA: PIT stands for “passive integrated transponder” … but yes, they are implanted and is what we use here as well. ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment. Changed to integrated vice implanted.  

12.	No garter snakes were found during an intense survey effort throughout the Hotchkiss Tract, just south of Bethel Island, in 2004-2005 (Swaim 2004, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c, 2006). 	Comment by CSOUSA: any or just giants? ADDRESSED
 Not substantive, but good point and changed to “giant” garter snakes. 

13.	Giant garter snakes have been documented within the Yolo Wildlife Area and adjacent rice-lands within the Yolo Bypass, and at Willow Slough Bypass in Yolo County (Hansen 2006, 2007, 2008). 	Comment by LSPARKS: Yolo “Bypass” WA? ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment.  But changed throughout as Yolo Bypass or Yolo Bypass WA. 

14.	Giant garter snakes have been detected in the Los Banos Creek and Volta State Wildlife Areas in Merced County, in rice production zones in Fresno and Merced counties and at Mendota State Wildlife Area in Fresno County (G. Hansen 1996, G. Hansen pers. comm. 1998, Wylie 1998a, Dickert 2002).  	Comment by CSOUSA: Lara and I are not sure if you mean to say they have been found on the Los Banos and Volta Wildlife Areas (no word creek after Los Banos), or if they have been found in Los Banos Creek and on the Volta Wildlife Area?  They are records in CNDDB for GGS on the Los Banos Wildlife Area but not since the 70’s I think.  And as for finding them on Volta, you’ve cited Catherine from 2002… but we have trapped there in 03, 04, and 06 so do have more recent years if you’d rather cite that.ADDRESED
Comment: California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) stated that more recent citations exist for surveys that found giant garter snakes at the Volta Wildlife Area (WA). 
Response: the recovery plan was updated with the most recent citations. 

15.	Initial surveys in 1998 detected giant garter snakes at localities originally recorded in 1976 (California Natural Diversity Data Base 1996), along Los Banos Creek, located west of Kesterson National Wildlife Refuge in Merced County and west of the town of Dos Palos in Merced County.  	Comment by LSPARKS: Kesterson Unit of the San Luis National Wildlife Refuge ADDRESSED
Not a substantive change.  This was changed to Kesterson Unit. 

16.	Surveys in 2001 finally detected 14 snakes at Mendota State Wildlife Area (7 female and 7 male), making this the southern-most currently documented population of giant garter snakes (Dickert 2002).  Surveys found giant garter snakes at Volta State Wildlife Area in 1998 and 1999 with trapping efforts unsuccessful in 2000 and 2001; however, in the 2003 and 2004 surveys, 31 and 13 giant garter snakes respectively were found during trapping at the Volta Wildlife Area (Dickert 2002, 2003; Sloan 2004; Williams and Wunderlich 2003).	Comment by CSOUSA: Maybe just clarify somewhere around here that these surveys were by the Department of Fish & Game? ADDRESSED	Comment by CSOUSA: You mentioned a different cooperative effort at the beginning of this paragraph, but since you are mentioning Volta and the number of snakes… we trapped in 2006 in order to strictly obtain and donate DNA samples for Tag Engstroms study.  We trapped for two months on Los Banos (including the Mud Slough Unit) and Volta Wildlife Areas and caught 7 snakes (3 males, 4 females) all from Volta.  You may use me as a personal communication for that citation if you wish, but we also have summary report if you need a copy.ADDRESSED	Comment by CSOUSA: Who are Williams and Wunderlich as a reference to trapping at Volta??ADDRESSED
Comment: CDFW pointed out that they conducted trapping surveys at the Los Banos and Volta WA’s and captured a number of giant garter snakes.  DNA samples taken from these snakes were used in the phylogenetic study conducted by Tag Engstrom. 

Response: The recovery plan was updated to include those surveys and findings. 
17.	Trapping surveys conducted in 2006 and 2007 within the Grasslands Water District Ecological Area both south and east of the San Joaquin River and in the Mendota Wildlife Area resulted in only 10 captures in the two year study, with the majority of snakes being found in the Los Banos Creek corridor between the San Joaquin River and the city of Los Banos (Hansen 2008).   Only one female was trapped in 2008 at the Mendota Wildlife Area (Hanson 2008a).
Lara and I agree this should either say Grasslands Water District OR Grasslands Ecological Area.  And the remainder of the paragraph I think is only referring to Eric’s trapping efforts so again makes it sound like no other snakes were found in 2006.  Maybe just re-word it so it is more clear?ADDRESSED

This comment is addressed already in previous items (number 8 and 16 above).


18.	In 2006 and 2007 trapping surveys were conducted in the Grasslands Ecological Area near the San Joaquin River in Merced County and at the Mendota Wildlife Area in Fresno County (Hansen 2008).  In spite of an intense trapping effort, only six individual giant garter snakes were captured in 2006, while four snakes were caught in 2007.  No snakes were found north of the San Joaquin River, nor were any snakes trapped at Mendota Wildlife Area (Hansen 2008), suggesting a serious decline in the population numbers in the northern San Joaquin Valley.  
Am guessing this is just a re-write of the paragraph up above and just didn’t get deleted?  If not, then same thing… just clarify that it is Eric’s trapping efforts in the text since Fish & Game also trapped in 2006 with additional results.ADDRESSED

Not a substantive comment. This was a duplicate paragraph that was removed. 

19.	Populations: Surveys with negative findings  A number of surveys have helped describe the extant range and habitat requirements of the giant garter snake by showing that snakes were not present at certain localities that exhibit potentially suitable habitat.  	Comment by CSOUSA: This only discusses areas up north but none of the negative locations trapped down here or further south?  (Either by us, Wylie, Eric, etc.)
Not a substantive comment.  This section was removed from the recovery plan. 

20.	Wylie et al. (2005) also conducted trapping surveys at Llano Seco National Wildlife during the 1990’s and in 2005 and did not find any giant garter snakes in what appears to be suitable giant garter snake habitat (ditches within seasonal marsh).	Comment by CSOUSA: Wildlife Area or Refuge?ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment. Added refuge to the name.  

21.	According to land managers, peppergrass (Lepidium latifolium) a rhizomatous introduced plant, is having a detrimental effect upon California wetland biodiversity (J. Beam, California Department of Fish and Game, pers. comm. 2002).	Comment by CSOUSA: Spoke with John Beam… he said he has talked about watergrass and pepperweed… this should say pepperweed. ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment. However, peppergrass is not in the recovery plan any longer. 

22.	  If a snake is in a trap when it is stolen, the snake could be injured or killed, depending on the reaction of the trap thief.  	Comment by CSOUSA: Also if traps are tied to vegetation in areas with any current, traps could come loose from less sturdy vegetation and wash away… continually trapping/killing animals. ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment, although this was updated in the recovery plan. 
23.	Five of 14 valley garter snakes in the study lost their tails after the attached transmitters became entangled in vegetation and the tails were torn away with the transmitters (Sloan 2003).   
Additional trials were done during the 2004 season if you would like more information on that.  Basically tried a more breathable kind of tape as well and found it didn’t hold the transmitters on as long, where as the other kind did cause at least one injury.  With most though during both years, transmitters regularly fall off so would not be a good long-term telemetry solution for an aquatic species.

Not a substatantive comment because this sentence and part of the paragraph was removed from the recovery plan. 
24.	The snake mite (Ophionyssus natricis), an ectoparasite (one which lives externally on animals), is common among garter snakes (Rossman et al. 1996).  Its occurrence or effects upon the giant garter snake have not been studied but, as with other parasites, may also reduce the survival of neonate giant garter snakes. 
Noted that this is repeated exactly later. Not a substantive comment.
 
25.	Giant garter snakes and crayfish were observed to segregate within the traps with giant garter snakes displaying avoidance behavior toward the crayfish (M. Owens, USFWS, pers. comm. .  
If you wish, you may use me as a personal communication reference for this also… saw this repeatedly during my 2003 trapping season. Chrissy Souza ADDRESSED

Not a substantive comment. In fact this sentence (referring to GGS in traps with crayfish) was removed from the GGS recovery plan. 

26.	Any project that affects a protected species results in a mandatory finding of significant effect and all the mitigation requirements appurtenant.  The lead agency can either require mitigation for unavoidable significant effects .	Comment by CSOUSA: Incomplete sentence?ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment.  However, incomplete sentence was fixed. 

27.	Conservation measures proposed for this project by the Bureau include selective fallowing that will not include rice fields within a mile of within a mile of known populations of the giant garter snake or parcels that may serve as corridors between populations, as well as precluding fallowing any fields in the Natomas Basin.  	Comment by LSPARKS: Delete FIXED
Not a substantive comment. This was a duplicate sentence that was removed. 

28.	Recently the California Department of Fish and Game has conducted surveys in the Grasslands Wetlands in Merced County.  This work builds upon some of the first research conducted on the giant garter snake undertaken by California Department of Fish and Game and independent researchers.  	Comment by CSOUSA: Is this statement referring to fish and game staff based up north?  It mentions work being done in Merced County but am just clarifying that this isn’t referring to any work we’ve done correct?  Just wondering if this section could go into a bit more detail as to what type of work they did… other areas are very detailed about Wylie’s stuff but this was a bit general.
AND …
29.	Surveys in the San Joaquin Valley have been conducted by the California Department of Fish and Game with assistance from U.S. Geological Survey investigators.  R	Comment by CSOUSA: I think this sentence only represents Wylie and other Fish & Game staff up north… but does not show that Fish & Game staff down here has been conducting surveys on their own for several years.  If possible, would be nice to have a bit more detail here as well and again, we also conducted surveys during 2006 on Los Banos and Volta Wildlife Areas. ADDRESSED, paragraph changed. 
Comment: CDFW stated in two comments that there are more details available for those trapping surveys conducted in the Grasslands in Merced County and other locations in the San Joaquin Valley by the CDFW staff.  The CDFW pointed out that more details would provide a more accurate summary of the trapping effort in the San Joaquin Valley. 
Response:  We added appropriate references to the summary of giant garter snake occurrences in the San Joaquin Valley. 

Non-federally listed species:	Comment by LSPARKS: Fix the following bird spelling mistakes throughout the section
	Western yellow-billed cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus occidentalis)   
Western pond turtle (Clemmys marmorata)
Tricolored blackbird (Agelaius tricolor)
Yellow-headed blackbird (Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus)
Black tern (Chlidonias niger)
Northern harrier (Circus cyaneus)
Fulvous whistling-duck (Dendrocygna bicolor)    
Least bittern (Ixobrychus exilis)
Redhead (Aythya americana)
Pacific Flyway waterfowl

Not a substantive comment.  Bird names were all fixed. 

30.	Snakes select aspects of their habitat depending upon thermal gradients.  These selections and a snakes ability to thermoregulate are believed to play an important role in feeding and digestion, growth, reproduction, and predation.  An understanding of how variation in thermal environments influences the abundance and distribution of snakes is advancing and will play an important role in the recovery of the giant garter snake.  	Comment by CSOUSA: there are other spots in various sections that have an = instead of an apostrophe so you could just do a seach/edit if you wanted to replace those
ADDRESSED. Did not find that problem with original. 
Not a substantive comment. This was a format problem from converting from earlier word version. All of these typos are now taken care of.  
31.	In recent studies Wylie et al. (2008) found that the ratio of females to males of snakes captured by a combination of trapping and by hand, annually fluctuated: 35:47 in 2003, 18:28 in 2004, and 39:32 in 2006.  Snakes captured later at Gilseizer Slough in 2007 showed a nearly 2:1 ratio of females to males with 33 males and 55 females captured. 	Comment by LSPARKS: check all your spellings of this, you often go back and forth between Gilseizer and Gilsizer, which I believe the latter is correct.
ADDRESSED. Went through and verified all  Gilsizers.
Not a substantive comment. However, did a spell check and corrected throughout.  

32.	  In the Los Banos State Wildlife Area, Merced County, most giant garter snakes (sample size = 15) weighed an average of 150 grams (5.3 ounces) and ranged in length from 600 - 700 millimeters (23.6 - 27.6 inches) snout-vent length (Dickert 2002).	Comment by LSPARKS: I think this information is mis-stated.  If this is from the 2001 trapping season, then the 15 snakes captured includes one capture in Agatha Canal in the GEA, and the 14 captured in Fresno Slough at MWA.

Also, if you have all of our reports, then you should have more info on sizes of snakes that you could also mention. ADDRESSED
Not a substantive comment.  The recovery plan was updated as commented. 
33.	A number of native mammals and birds are known, or are likely, predators of giant garter snakes, including raccoons (Procyon lotor), striped skunks (Mephitis mephitis), opossums (Didelphis virginiana), foxes (Vulpes vulpes, Urocyon cinereoargenteus), hawks (Buteo species), northern harriers (Circus cyaneus), egrets (Casmerodius albus, Egretta thula), bitterns (Botaurus lentiginosus), and great blue herons (Ardea herodias).  	Comment by CSOUSA: Accipiters or falcons?
Also just wonder about muskrat, otters, bullfrogs, predatory fish… but I know some are mentioned in the other section so probably don’t all need to be put in here. ADDRESSED
Comment: CDFW pointed out that several genus of raptors (besides just Buteo) prey on the giant garter snake, as well as otters, muskrat and bullfrogs. 
Response: The list of native predators to the giant garter snake in the final draft of the recovery plan was updated to include these animals. 

34.	The subspecies of the common garter snake, the valley garter snake (Thamnophis sirtalis fitchi), was found to coexist with the giant garter snake in several locations (R. Hansen 1980, G. Hansen 1986).  	Comment by CSOUSA: I can verify that they co-exist in our location as well (at Volta Wildlife Area). ADDRESSED
Comment: CDFW verified that the common garter snake (T.sirtalis fitchii) co-occurs with the giant garter snake in the San Joaquin Valley. 
Response: We added the citation to that section of the recovery plan. 

