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Grant Program, Number and Title: Regional Conservation Needs Grant 2013-01. Developing a coordinated research approach for hellbender conservation in the northeast region
Organization: Participating organizations: Western Pennsylvania Conservancy, Maryland Department of Natural Resources, Department of Game and Inland Fisheries, Buffalo State University, The Wilds
Project Leader:  Kimberly Terrell, Ph.D.
Abstract: Please provide a short (1-2 paragraphs) abstract that addresses EACH of the following: the objectives of your project, accomplishments to date, future plans and timelines with an estimate for when the project will be completed.  

This quarter we collected exceeded our goals and collected eDNA samples from a total of 106 sites in Virginia (36), Maryland (13, 10 eDNA), West Virginia (15), Pennsylvania (12), and New York (47). Project objectives, accomplishments, and future plans are described below.
Were planned goals/objectives achieved last quarter?  Yes
Progress Achieved: (For each Goal/Objective, list Planned and Actual Accomplishments)
Objectives

1) Fill major data gaps in hellbender distribution throughout the northeast

We planned to collect eDNA samples from 130 sites over the course of this 2-year project, and our goal was to collect at least half (n = 65) of these samples this year. We exceeded this goal and collected samples from a total of 103 sites in the 2014 season. Sampling is now complete in NY (30 sites), VA (36 sites), WV (15 sites), and MD (11 sites). Our goal is to collect 45 sites in PA, but heavy rain prevented sampling for a large portion of the 2014 season. To date, 12 sites have been collected in PA. We plan to collect the additional 33 sites in 2015, weather permitting. A map of sampling sites will be provided with the 4th quarter report. 
Importantly, we have leveraged these RCN funds to increase the scope of this project in two ways. First, we are partnering with the Scott McDaniel from the Susquehanna Wildlife Society, who has provided staff time and funding to collect additional eDNA samples from the Susquehanna watershed in Maryland. Second, we have secured state funding to increase the number of samples collected in Virginia from 30 sites to ~100 sites. Many of these samples will be collected through a citizen science program that we developed in partnership with David Mellor from Virginia Tech. David is providing supplemental funding through a National Science Foundation grant to support the participation of these citizen scientists. Already the citizen scientists have made valuable contributions to the project; 19 of the 36 sites sampled in VA were collected by these individuals. 
2) Develop efficient, standardized protocols for hellbender research and monitoring
Kimberly Terrell developed a modified protocol for eDNA sample collection by citizen scientists. This protocol is consistent with the one we’ve been using, but is more detailed and is written for a non-science audience.   
Amy McMillan and Joe Greathouse have continued to tweak their eDNA sample analysis protocols, based on their initial results. Our goal for the next quarter is to confirm the consistency of their efforts by analyzing a subset of eDNA samples in both Amy’s and Joe’s labs.  
Difficulties Encountered: The only difficulty encountered this quarter was related to sampling in PA. Rain prevented sample collection during much of the season. Additionally, many of the sites in PA have high turbidity levels, and as a result, water samples take an extremely long time (>8 hours) to filter. We are experimenting with protocol modifications that may reduce filtration time (e.g., using a splitter to filter multiple samples at once).   
Activities Anticipated Next Quarter: Next quarter we will focus on DNA extraction and PCR analysis of the samples. We plan to have all of the 2014 samples analyzed by May 2015.
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