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Update on the Species at Risk Stewardship Grant Award for 
Butler’s Gartersnake at Black Oak Heritage Park, Windsor Ontario 

 
By: Season Snyder, Karen Cedar and Hillary Brunner 

 
In November 2021, Tallgrass Ontario (TgO) received a Species at Risk Stewardship Grant from the 
Ministry of Environment, Conservation and Parks (MECP) to restore habitat for two (2) species at risk: 
Butler’s Gartersnake (Thamnophis butleri) in Black Oak Heritage Park and Purple Twayblade (Liparis 
liliifolia) in Tallgrass Prairie Heritage Park, both located within the City of Windsor. The City owns and 
manages these natural areas as habitat for many rare plant and wildlife species, as well as for passive 
recreation activities. Both Black Oak Heritage Park and Tallgrass Prairie Heritage Park are part of the 
Ojibway Prairie Complex and the Ojibway Prairie Remnants Area of Natural and Scientific Interest (ANSI). 
 
This first article is focused on the work undertaken by TgO and the City of Windsor to restore Butler’s 
Gartersnake habitat in Black Oak Heritage Park. The habitat restoration project was designed with the 
MECP’s goal for the recovery of Butler’s Gartersnake in mind, which is to maintain, and potentially 
increase, the abundance and distribution of snakes through restoring the species’ habitat, improving 
habitat connectivity between populations, and reducing threats. 
   
The objectives of this project were four-fold: 
 
1). Undertake habitat management including 
invasive and woody species removal, 
prescribed burns and habitat feature creation 
(e.g., thermoregulation sites);  

2). Monitor for the presence of Butler’s 
Gartersnake in existing suitable habitat and 
created habitat; 

3). Create an educational pamphlet for the 
public which highlights the threats to Butler’s 
Gartersnake and measures that can be taken to 
help mitigate those threats; and 

4). Mitigate the threat of invasive species by 
installing new educational signage and 
boot/bike tire cleaning brushes at trail 
entrances. 

 
Species Status and Distribution  

Butler’s Gartersnake is listed as Endangered under the provincial Endangered Species Act. It is a small, 
docile gartersnake with three distinct yellow to orange longitudinal stripes running from head to tail 
over a brown body. A dark checkered pattern is also evident running alongside its stripes. The unique 
pattern and position of the side stripes allow this species to be differentiated from other common 
gartersnake species (Photo 1). 
 
In Canada, Butler’s Gartersnake is restricted to Ontario where it is found in Windsor-Sarnia (Essex, 
Chatham-Kent, Lambton Counties and Walpole Island) and Luther Marsh (Dufferin and Wellington 

 
Photo 1: Butler’s Gartersnake is provincially Endangered 
(2011) and has a Conservation Status Ranking of S2 (Very 
rare and of conservation concern; typically, between 6 
and 20 known occurrences or populations; may be 
susceptible to becoming extirpated). Photo: Wood Plc. 
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Counties). Within these regions, there is 
estimated to be 27 to 38 extant locations 
(ECCC, 2018; MECP, 2019). In Windsor, Butler’s 
Gartersnake is known to occur within and 
around the Ojibway Prairie Complex, but its 
occurrence within Black Oak Heritage Park has 
not been confirmed. When the federal 
government began construction of the Gordie 
Howe International Crossing and the Canadian 
Customs Plaza, Butler’s Gartersnake were 
relocated from the construction site to 
potentially suitable habitat within adjacent 
Black Oak Heritage Park.  Success of the 
relocation is not yet known (ECCC, 2018). 
 
Species Biology and Life History 

Butler’s Gartersnakes are active from April to 
September. The species survives in open areas 
with dense grasses (e.g., cultural meadows, 
grasslands, old fields, tallgrass prairie and oak savannah communities) in close proximity to wet areas 
(i.e., small marshes, seasonal wet areas, and moist swales). However, in urban environments, snakes 
may also be found in fields, parks, and vacant lots with treed edges and small bodies of water. In any 
case, the plant community present typically provides a dense cover of grasses and forbs and a heavy 
layer of thatch that creates the necessary conditions for snakes to forage and evade predators (ECCC, 
2018; MECP, 2019). 
 
The species spends most of the active season foraging, preferably on earthworms.  In early July, females 
will move to wet areas or depressions to give birth to live young. To regulate their body temperature, 
snakes will use basking and cooling sites. They may use thick clusters of vegetation, piles of brush or 
downed logs, and coverboards to elevate their temperature (Wood, 2018).  If they need to cool off, they 
may seek out shady, moist areas in thickets or forest edges, or use underground dens made by other 
wildlife (LGL, 2010). Beginning in mid-September, Butler’s Gartersnake will move to hibernacula where 
they spend the winter months. Hibernacula are known to include crayfish burrows, small mammal 
burrows, drains, log piles, and other underground sites (LGL, 2010; Wood, 2020). 
 
Research results from a 10-year monitoring study revealed the tendency of Butler’s Gartersnake to 
move only short distances, approximately 200 meters on average, to find live birthing sites, hibernacula, 
shelter from heat and cold, and food (Wood, 2020).  These results suggest the species may not attempt 
to cross gaps of unsuitable habitat, which makes them particularly susceptible to habitat fragmentation.  
 
Threats to the Species 

The major threats to Butler’s Gartersnake are ongoing habitat loss, degradation, and fragmentation due 
to development, agricultural expansion, and the spread of exotic or invasive species (ECCC, 2018; MECP, 
2019). These factors over time have resulted in many small, local subpopulations that are isolated from 
one another and may be particularly susceptible to unpredictable fluctuations in environmental 
conditions and a reduction in genetic diversity. As such, the Recovery Strategy not only focuses on the 
habitat required for Butler’s Gartersnake to carry out the essential aspects of its life cycle, but it also 

 
Photo 2: Restored Tallgrass Prairie adjacent to Broadway 
St. in Black Oak Heritage Park, June 2022. Based on 
available aerial imagery, this area appears to be tallgrass 
prairie/meadow in 1948, an agricultural field in 1978, and 
parkland circa 2010. It may provide potentially suitable 
habitat for Butler’s Gartersnake.  
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includes criteria to help facilitate dispersal movements, such as immigration and emigration (MECP, 
2019). The protection and maintenance of both habitat types, i.e., commuting and dispersal, are 
deemed vital to maintaining healthy subpopulations and ensuring the long-term survival of the species 
(MECP, 2019). 
 
Selection of Restoration Sites 

A review of historical aerial photographs 
of Black Oak Heritage Park beginning in 
1948 showed a relatively large portion 
of the site to be in a natural condition 
despite some encroachment of 
industrial and agricultural land uses 
(Photo 3). Moist to dry woodland, 
savannah and open tallgrass prairie and 
meadow habitat dominate the site. 
Between 1948 and the early 1980’s, 
additional areas were cleared for 
industrial and agricultural uses while 
those areas not impacted were 
undergoing natural succession from 
open tallgrass prairie and savannah to 
woodland and forest, specifically Black 
Oak (Quercus velutina) and Oak-Hickory 
dominated communities (Oldham, 
1983). In 1987, the City acquired the land from the Canadian Salt Company and set it aside as Black Oak 
Heritage Park. 
 
The City of Windsor has protected and 
managed approximately 85 hectares (ha) 
of habitat in Black Oak Heritage Park since 
its acquisition. Recent vegetation 
community mapping indicates the Park is 
now comprised primarily of rare forest 
(Oak-Hickory and Black Walnut deciduous 
forest) and swamp (Swamp White Oak 
swamp) habitat, but there are still 
significant areas of remnant tallgrass 
prairie, savannah and woodland that may 
support Butler’s Gartersnake. It is within 
these remnant areas that TgO and the 
City of Windsor focused on Butler’s 
Gartersnake habitat restoration and 
coverboard monitoring activities (Photo 
4). 
 
 
 
 

 
Photo 3: Aerial photograph of Black Oak Heritage Park in 1948. 
Some industrial and agricultural disturbances are visible, but 
large areas are still native swamp, woodland, savannah and 
prairie. 

 
Photo 4: The main project objective is to restore and connect 
potentially suitable Butler’s Gartersnake habitat to help facilitate 
snake and other rare grassland species movement through Black Oak 
Heritage Park. 
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Habitat Management  

Creating connections between suitable habitat 
sites for Butler’s Gartersnake began in winter 
2022 with the removal of exotic Black Locust 
(Robinia pseudoacacia) and Honeysuckle 
(Lonicera sp.) species that dominated the 
canopy and sub-canopy of the proposed 
movement corridor.  After the plants were cut, 
herbicide was applied to the stumps to 
prevent resprouting. The brush that was 
generated from woody plant removal was 
placed into piles and large logs were left in 
place to create refuge and basking sites while 
vegetation re-established in the groundcover 
layer (Photo 5). 
  
In both the remnant tallgrass prairies, a 
prescribed burn was conducted in spring 2022 
to help control invasive species and invigorate 
the native plant community (Photo 6). Both 
the prescribed burns and woody plant removal 
were conducted when species at risk and 
other wildlife were still in hibernation so as to 
avoid any intended harm to individuals. 
 
In spring and summer, the City of Windsor and 
volunteers from Friends of Ojibway continued 
the restoration work by hand-pulling exotic 
herbs such as Garlic Mustard (Alliaria 
petiolata) and seeding with a mix of six native 
grasses and 18 different species of prairie 
wildflowers in the newly created corridor. The 
establishment of these native species is 
expected to take a few years but will 
significantly improve the suitability of the site 
to support a wide variety of wildlife, from 
snakes to small mammals and insects. 
 

 

Butler’s Gartersnake Monitoring 

In order to help determine whether Butler’s Gartersnake are present in Black Oak Heritage Park, a 
coverboard monitoring study was conducted throughout potentially suitable habitat in the tallgrass 
prairie, meadow, savannah and newly restored corridor (Photo 7a and b).  Coverboards were placed 
prior to snake emergence from hibernation and monitored throughout their active period. In addition, 
intensive ground searches and searches in the created brush piles were conducted throughout the 

 
Photo 5: Creation of brush piles for thermoregulation in 
the created movement corridor. Restoration of the 
vegetation in the understory is required to improve native 
species diversity and create suitable conditions for 
Butler’s Gartersnake use, June 2022. 
 

 
Photo 6: Prescribed burns were conducted in the remnant 
tallgrass prairies in spring 2022. Burns were successful in 
killing small trees and shrubs while stimulating the 
growth of native prairie species. Burns were conducted by 
Wildfire Specialists Inc. under prescriptions described in 
Prescribed Burn Plans approved by City Fire & Rescue 
Services.  



Winter 2022/2023           the Bluestem Banner               page 6 

summer. Although no Butler’s Gartersnakes were found yet, other species such as Eastern Gartersnakes 
(Thamnophis sirtalis sirtalis) and Dekay’s Brownsnake (Storeria dekayi) were frequently observed. 
 

  
Photo 7: Tallgrass Prairie habitat (a) which will be connected to savannah habitat (b) through invasive species 
removal in the proposed movement corridor. Dense vegetation cover allows Butler's Gartersnakes to move 
around in search of food under cover from predators. Treed edges may also provide shade and refugia. 
Coverboard studies and active searches will continue in these areas in 2023. 
 
Upcoming Restoration Work and Monitoring 

Woody plant removal will continue in the movement corridor in winter 2023, followed by additional 
prescribed burns and monitoring for the presence of Butler’s Gartersnake. TgO and the City are also 
creating a species at risk educational pamphlet which highlights the threats to Butler’s Gartersnake and 
the important measures that can be taken to help mitigate those threats. This information will be 
distributed to the public and made available to other stewardship organizations. We are also working 
with a talented environmental artist, Mariah Alexander, from the Walpole Island Heritage Centre to 
include artwork and traditional ecological knowledge of Butler’s Gartersnake into the pamphlet.   

 
For more information on Black Oak Heritage Park and 
Butler’s Gartersnake visit these online resources: 
 

• Visit Black Oak Heritage Park 
• Butler’s Gartersnake Recovery Strategy 
• Butler’s Gartersnake Government Response 

Statement 
Tallgrass Prairie at Black Oak Heritage Park 
following a spring prescribed burn. 

(a). (b) 

Tgo would like to thank the City of Windsor and Friends of 
Ojibway Prairie for their efforts and expertise in 
undertaking the project activities. TgO would also like to 
thank the MECP for providing funding for this important 
project. We are grateful to assist MECP in measuring their 
progress towards achieving the population and 
distribution objectives in the Butler’s Gartersnake 
Recovery Strategy and Government Response Statement. 

https://www.citywindsor.ca/residents/parksandforestry/city-parks/pages/black-oak-heritage-park.aspx
https://files.ontario.ca/mecp/rs-Butlers-Garter-snake-2019-07-22.pdf
https://www.ontario.ca/page/butlers-gartersnake-government-response-statement#section-2
https://www.ontario.ca/page/butlers-gartersnake-government-response-statement#section-2


Winter 2022/2023           the Bluestem Banner               page 7 

References 

Environment and Climate Change Canada. 2018. Recovery Strategy for the Butler’s Gartersnake 
(Thamnophis butleri) in Canada. Species at Risk Act Recovery Strategy Series. Environment and Climate 
Change Canada, Ottawa. viii + 51 pp. 
 
LGL. 2010. Butler’s Gartersnake (Thamnophis butleri) 2010 Annual Monitoring Report: The Windsor-
Essex Parkway. LGL limited, Environmental Research Associates. King City, Ontario. Prepared on behalf 
of the Ontario Ministry of Transportation. 202 pp. 
 
Oldham, M. 1983. Environmentally Significant Areas of the Essex Region, A Background Report to the 
Essex Region Conservation Plan. Essex Region Conservation Authority. 466 pp. 
 
Ministry of the Environment, Conservation and Parks. 2019. Recovery Strategy for the Butler’s 
Gartersnake (Thamnophis butleri) in Ontario. Ontario Recovery Strategy Series. Prepared by the Ministry 
of the Environment, Conservation and Parks, Peterborough, Ontario. iv + 6 pp. + Appendix. Adoption of 
the Recovery Strategy for the Butler’s Gartersnake (Thamnophis butleri) in Canada (Environment Canada 
2018). 
 
Wood. 2018. Butler’s Gartersnake (Thamnophis butleri) 2018 Annual Monitoring Report Rt. Hon. Herb 
Gray Parkway, created to meet conditions of permit No. AY-D-001-11 Issued under authority of clause 
17(2)(d) of the Endangered Species Act, 2007. 203 pp. 
 
Wood. 2020. Butler’s Gartersnake (Thamnophis butleri) 2020 Annual Monitoring Report Rt. Hon. Herb 
Gray Parkway, created to meet conditions of permit No. AY-D-001-11 Issued under authority of clause 
17(2)(d) of the Endangered Species Act, 2007. 183 pp. 
 
 

Native Plant Notes: Tall Tickseed 
(Coreopsis tripteris) 
  
Coreopsis tripteris, commonly called Tall Tickseed, 
is a slender native wildflower that grows between 
4 and 8 feet tall. It produces solitary, daisy-like 
flowers atop slender, erect stems.  The stalked 
leaves are anise-scented and divided into 
three lanceolate segments. Flowers are 1 to 2 
inches in diameter with eight yellow rays 
(rounded and untoothed at the tips) and flat 
brown center disks. Plants in this genus are 
named from the Greek words koris meaning 
"bug" and opsis meaning "like" in reference to the 
shape of the seed, which resembles a bug or tick. 
 
Tall Tickseed is considered provincially rare and is 
often restricted to remnant tallgrass prairies, savannahs, and open woodlands in southwestern Ontario, 
particularly in the Windsor area. It is considered a tallgrass prairie indicator species and an important 
nectar source for native bees and butterflies. The seeds also attract birds in the fall and wintertime. 

 
Tall Tickseed in Ojibway Prairie Complex, Windsor ON. 
The species was first collected in Windsor by J.M. 
Macoun, Canadian explorer and naturalist, in 1884. 
 

https://www.ontario.ca/document/significant-wildlife-habitat-technical-guide/appendix-n-lists-vascular-plant-indicators-alvar-tall-grass-prairie-savannah-and-carolinian-forests#section-1
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Milkweeds and Monarchs in Southern Ontario 
 

By: John F. Foster 
 
You will probably encounter one or more of the Milkweeds (Family – Apocynacece)1 in this gallery in 
Southern Ontario. Monarch butterflies will breed, exclusively, on native Milkweeds such as Common 
Milkweed (Photo 1), Swamp Milkweed (Photo 2), Butterfly Milkweed (Photo 3), and Four-leaved 
Milkweed (Photo 4).2 The Monarch larvae ingest a toxin from the native Milkweeds which provides the 
adults and larvae protection from predators.3 Common Milkweed is the primary food of the Monarch.2 
This marvellous insect migrates south to Mexico in the autumn and then through four (4) successive 
generations it returns to Southern Ontario the next spring.4 
 

 
Photo 1: Common Milkweed – Asclepias syriaca (John F. Foster) 

 
Monarchs are unable to complete their life cycle on the fifth Milkweed, which is the invasive European 
Swallowwort (Photo 5).5 When Monarchs lay their eggs on the European Swallowwort they will hatch, 
grow into the first instar, but then the larva dies.5 This invasive plant came to Ontario about 1899.6 It is 
originally from Ukraine and southeast Russia.6 
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Photo 2: Swamp Milkweed – Asclepias incarnata  

(John F. Foster) 

 

Photo 3: Butterfly Milkweed – Asclepias tuberosa  

(John F. Foster) 

 

  
Photo 4: Four-leaved Milkweed – Asclepias quadrifolia  

(John F. Foster) 
Photo 5: European Swallowwort - Vincetoxicum rossicum 

(John F. Foster) 
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Photo 6: Monarch egg laid on Common Milkweed 

Miller Family Nature Reserve (John F. Foster) 
Photo 7: Monarch fifth instar on Butterfly Milkweed 

Millgrove Butterfly Farm (John F. Foster) 

  
Photo 8: Monarch chrysalis on Butterfly Milkweed 

Millgrove Butterfly Farm (John F. Foster) 
Photo 9: Monarch adult nectaring 

Millgrove Butterfly Farm (John F. Foster) 

 

Sources Cited: 
1 – VASCAN. 2021. Database of Vascular Plants of Canada. Canadensys. 
(https://data.canadensys.net/vascan/search Accessed on Tues., Aug. 16, 2022). 
2 – Muir, P. and D. LaFontaine. 2003. Hinterland Who’s Who: Monarch. Environment and Climate Change Canada 
and Canadian Wildlife Federation. (https://www.hww.ca/en/wildlife/invertebrates/monarch-butterfly.html 
Accessed on Tues., Aug. 16, 2022). 
3 – Ontario.ca. 2022. Monarch. Queen’s Printer for Ontario. (https://www.ontario.ca/page/monarch 
Accessed on Tues., Aug. 16, 2022). 
4 – Nature Canada. 2017. The Monarch Guide. (https://naturecanada.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Nature-
Canada-Monarch-Guide_Revised-min.pdf (Accessed on Tues., Aug. 16, 2022) 
5 – Cassegrande, R.A. and J.E. Dacey. 2007. Monarch Oviposition on Swallow-Worts (Vincetoxicum spp.). 
Environmental Entomology 36 (3): 631-636.  
6 – Miller, G.C. and V. Kricsfalusy. 2008. Dog-Strangling Vine – Cynanchum rossicum (Kleopow) Borhidi. Toronto 
and Region C. A. (https://trca.ca/app/uploads/2016/02/RP_DSV_Report_Feb08.pdf Accessed on Tues., Aug. 16, 
2022). 

https://data.canadensys.net/vascan/search
https://www.hww.ca/en/wildlife/invertebrates/monarch-butterfly.html
https://www.ontario.ca/page/monarch
https://naturecanada.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Nature-Canada-Monarch-Guide_Revised-min.pdf
https://naturecanada.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Nature-Canada-Monarch-Guide_Revised-min.pdf
https://trca.ca/app/uploads/2016/02/RP_DSV_Report_Feb08.pdf
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The Bluestem Banner is published twice per year by Tallgrass Ontario.  The next edition will appear in 
June 2023. All previous editions of the Bluestem Banner can be found here:   
 

Bluestem Banner – Tallgrass Ontario 
  
 

 

https://tallgrassontario.org/wp-site/bluestem-banner/

	Winter 2022/2023                                     Tallgrass Ontario                       Volume 21, No. 2
	Inside the Bluestem Banner


