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AT GIANT GARTER SNAKE (Thamnophis gigas)
A7l Legal and Other Status

The giant garter snake is listed as threatened under the ESA and
California ESA. Critical habitat has not been designated for this
species.

A7.2 Species Distribution and Status

Range and Status

photo CGMTI‘ES); USGS

The giant garter snake is endemic to wetlands in the Sacramento and San Joaquin valleys and was
historically distributed throughout the San Joaquin Valley from the vicinity of Sacramento and
Antioch southward to Buena Vista and the Tulare Lake Basin (CDFG 2000). Currently, this species’
distribution extends from near Chico, Butte County, to the vicinity of Burrel, Fresno County. Due to
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 National Wildlife Refuges and State Wildlife Areas.
Only a few recent sightings of giant garter snakes have been reported in the San Joaquin Valley.

Distribution and Status in the Planning Area

In 1996, surveys were conducted in the rice fields of Butte Basin near Butte Sink (Butte County)
and no giant garter snakes were found (USFWS 2006a). Three occurrences of the species were
recently discovered in the vicinity of the City of Chico (USFWS 2006a). The giant garter snake
has been found in numerous locations in
the western portion of Butte County area
near the Sacramento River, south of Chico
and west of Biggs and Gridley, in the 1990s Giant Garter

(CNDDB 2006) (see Figure A.7.). Snake Range

Giant Garter Snake Range in California

A.7.3 Habitat Requirements and
Special Considerations

The giant garter snake resides in marshes,

ponds, sloughs, small lakes, low gradient /_l
streams, and other waterways, and in /
agricultural wetlands, including irrigation A

and drainage canals, rice fields, and the
adjacent uplands (USFWS 1993). Habitat
requirements include 1) adequate water
during the snake's active season (early-spring
through mid-fall) to provide food and cover;
2) emergent, herbaceous wetland vegetation,
such as cattails and bulrushes, for escape
cover and foraging habitat during the active
season; 3) basking habitat of grassy banks
and Openjngs in waterside Vegetation" and  Source: California Department of Fish and Game 2007
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Appendix A

4) higher elevation uplands for cover and refuge from flood waters during the snake's dormant
season in the winter (USFWS 2006b). The giant garter snake resides in small mammal burrows
and soil crevices located above prevailing flood elevations throughout its winter dormancy
period (USFWS 2006b). Adequate burrows are typically located in sunny exposures along
south and west facing slopes.

Due to lack of habitat and emergent vegetative cover, giant garter snakes generally are not
present in larger rivers and wetlands with sand, gravel, or rock substrates. In addition, the
major rivers have been highly channelized, removing oxbows and backwater areas that
probably at one time provided suitable habitat. Riparian woodlands can provide suitable
habitat but it is not likely because most have excessive shade, lack of basking sites, and absence
of prey populations (USFWS 2006b).

A74 Life History

The breeding season extends through March and April, and females give birth to live young
from late July through early September. Brood size is variable, ranging from 10 to 46 young,
with a mean of 23. Young immediately scatter into dense cover and absorb their yolk sacs, after
which they begin feeding on their own. Although growth rates are variable, young typically
more than double in size within the first year. Sexual maturity averages three years for males
and five years for females. Giant garter snakes feed primarily on small fishes, tadpoles, and
frogs (USFWS 2006b).

A.75 Threats

Habitat loss and fragmentation, flood control activities, changes in agricultural and land
management practices, predation from introduced species, parasites, and water pollution are
the main causes for the decline of this species.

A.7.6 Relevant Conservation Efforts

[[To be prepared as additional information is gathered during the Butte Regional HCP/NCCP
development process.]]

AT7 Recovery Plan Goals

The Draft Recovery Plan for the Giant Garter Snake was prepared in 1999 by the USFWS. The
overall objective of this recovery plan is to delist the giant garter snake. The goals are 1)
stabilizing and protecting existing populations, and 2) conducting research necessary to further
refine recovery criteria. Recovery criteria in this plan are in the preliminary stages because at
the time there was not enough data of the giant garter snake population dynamics upon which
to base decisions.

The recovery plan divided the Central Valley into four recovery units to aid in the recovery
process. These units are 1) the Sacramento Valley Unit, extending from the vicinity of Red Bluff
south to the confluence of the Sacramento and Feather Rivers; 2) the Mid-Valley Unit, extending
from the American and Yolo Basins south to Duck Slough near the City of Stockton; 3) the San
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Joaquin Valley Unit, extending south of Duck Slough to the Kings River; and 4) the South
Valley Unit, extending south of the Kings River to the Kern River Basin.

Butte County populations of giant garter snake are included in the Sacramento Valley Unit.
Recovery criteria for this unit is as follows:

a. Monitoring shows that in 17 out of 20 years, 90 percent of the subpopulations in the
recovery unit contain both adults and young.

b. The three existing populations within the recovery unit are protected from threats that
limit populations.

c. Supporting habitat within the recovery unit is adaptively managed and monitored.
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