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Q: What is the current status of the giant garter snake?
A:  The giant garter snake was listed under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) as a threatened species in 1993. Since Federal listing, the inventory of threats has changed and new threats analyses were presented in 5-year reviews completed in 2006 and 2012. Critical habitat has not been designated for the giant garter snake.
Only about 5% of the snake’s historical wetland habitat remains, with its range once extending the length of the Sacramento and San Joaquin valleys in Central California. The original listing identified 13 isolated populations. Two populations have since been extirpated (due to loss of habitat, primarily water quantity and quality). Two others were merged into existing populations, following new genetic research. The nine recovery units discussed in this plan are specific to the nine identified genetic populations. Although abundance of the snake has significantly declined in both valleys, reduced distribution in the San Joaquin Valley has been more severe than in the Sacramento Valley.
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Q: What is a recovery plan?
A:  The ultimate goal of the ESA is to prevent the extinction of imperiled species and recover their populations so that they no longer require federal protections. Recovery plans are science-based advisory documents for the Service, states, and partners, designed to facilitate the successful recovery of species. As such, they contain suggested conservation strategies that are entirely voluntary.
The plan does not set any new regulations or provide for land or water restrictions. Rather, the strategy suggests protecting areas where the species is currently found, restoring additional areas to ensure connectivity, and improving water quality and reliability

Q: What are the recovery actions call for in this plan and will they lead to the snake’s recovery?
A:  When taken together, in collaboration with Service partners, the actions in this recovery plan are designed to fully recover the giant garter snake, so it no longer requires protections of the ESA. Actions called for in the plan include management and protection of current habitat and corridors that connect populations, and improved water quality and availability. The plan also includes monitoring and research of current populations, their management needs, and prospective management areas.
To ensure long-term recovery, the plan describes specific habitat criteria for protection and management, where paired blocks of suitable habitat with sufficient clean water during the spring and summer are connected by corridors. Each block pair will consist of one 240-hectare (539-acre) block of contiguous buffered perennial wetland habitat (existing, restored or enhanced) and one 639-hectare (1,578-acre) block of contiguous active ricelands separated by no more than 5 miles (8 kilometers). Between 5 and 10 block pairs may be prescribed for each recovery unit.

Q: What is the habitat and range of the giant garter snake?
A:  The giant garter snake inhabits agricultural wetlands and other waterways such as irrigation and drainage canals, sloughs, ponds, small lakes, low gradient streams, and adjacent uplands in the Central Valley. Because of the direct loss of natural habitat, the giant garter snake relies heavily on rice fields in the Sacramento Valley, but also uses managed marsh areas in Federal National Wildlife Refuges and State Wildlife Areas. There have been only a few recent sightings of giant garter snakes in the San Joaquin Valley.

Giant garter snakes are typically absent from larger rivers because of lack of suitable habitat and emergent vegetative cover, and from wetlands with sand, gravel, or rock substrates. Riparian woodlands typically do not provide suitable habitat because of excessive shade, lack of basking sites, and absence of prey populations. However, some riparian woodlands do provide good habitat


Q: Why is the Service releasing its recovery plan for the giant garter snake now?
A:  While the original draft recovery plan for the snake was drafted in 1999, the Service has been precluded from finalizing this plan by other priorities and limited resources. The Service has been working collaboratively with its partners on behalf of the giant garter snake through a multi-species habitat conservation plan (HCP) that protects not only the snake but many other species as well. 
With regard to the revised draft recovery plan, the Service has developed it by working closely over the course of many years with stakeholders in all sectors, including California Department of Fish and Wildlife, private landowners, industry, agriculture, non-profit organizations and the public. This revised draft recovery plan represents the most up-to-date science and information on the status and needs of the giant garter snake, as well as opportunities for recovery.

Q: What are the threats to the giant garter snake?
A:  Wetland habitat loss is the most pressing condition that must be addressed in order to recover the species. California has lost 90% of the wetlands that used to provide clean water, flood protection and habitat in the Central Valley for the giant garter snake and several other species. Other threats to the snake include predation by non-native species, drought, climate change, poor water quality, and roads. 
Giant garter snakes require specific wetland habitat with summer aquatic habitat, bankside basking areas with nearby emergent vegetation for thermal regulation, and upland refugia for extended periods of inactivity. In the absence of wetlands, the snakes will also use modified wetland habitat such as irrigation ditches, drainage canals, rice fields, and adjacent uplands as long as there is water available throughout the active summer season.

Q: What does the recovery plan require of landowners? Will it impact farming practices?
A:  This plan will not result in any regulatory framework or requirements and all recommendations are entirely voluntary. This plan provides a roadmap for the Service and its partners to prevent the extinction of the giant garter snake. Rice fields can represent good habitat for giant garter snakes, and the draft recovery plan is consistent with current rice agricultural practices. This plan will also not affect limited water resources in the valley.  

Q: Will the giant garter snake recovery plan assist other animals and imperiled species? 
A:  Many other species share the habitat of the giant garter snake, and will benefit from its restoration and recovery. These species include the: Buena Vista Lake shrew, western pond turtle, tricolored blackbird, yellow-headed blackbird, northern harrier, least bittern, fulvous whistling duck, redhead, and the black tern. Management efforts that help recover the giant garter snake will be good for Pacific Flyway waterfowl as well.

Q: Why doesn’t this plan include estimate costs of recovery?
A:  The ESA requires the Service to estimate the cost of implementing all measures described in recovery plans. Due to the number and complexity of actions and partnerships involved in successfully recovering the giant garter snake, the Service is in the process of finalizing reasonable cost estimates that maximize collaborations between with federal agencies, the state of California, non-governmental partners and other stakeholders. The revised draft recovery plan with cost estimates will be available for public comments and feedback at a later date.

Q: How can the public assist with this plan or giant garter snake recovery? 
A:  Public input is important for moving forward with a final recovery plan. The Service is seeking comments that provide new information pertinent to the plan, such as observed occurrences of the snake, new scientific information or evaluation of the plan’s recovery elements. The Service is seeking comments that provide new information pertinent to the plan, such as observed occurrences of the snake and new scientific information or evaluation of the plan’s recovery elements. 
The 60-day comment period will close on February 22, 2016. Please submit written comments by U.S. mail to the Sacramento Fish and Wildlife Office, 2800 Cottage Way, Room W-2605, Sacramento, CA 95825, Attention: Recovery Division.

Q. What are ESA recovery plans and how do they help species? 

A:  Recovery plans are non-regulatory documents that provide guidance on how best to stop the decline of listed species and recover them so they can be downlisted or removed from the ESA. As such, these plans provide a road map with detailed site-specific management actions for private, federal, and state cooperation in conserving listed species and their ecosystems. 

Recovery Plans also include estimates of the time and costs necessary to implement the recommended actions. The creation and release of a recovery plan is intended to pull together and inspire local, state and federal agencies, private landowners and the public on behalf of recovery implementation. Recovery plans trigger the development of regional working groups for purposes of more in-depth implementation of recovery actions at a local level. 
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