RARE WILDLIFE SPECIES AT WEST POINT
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Ask your average citizen on the street if he/she knows what endangered species are and chances are very good that the answer you get will be fairly accurate.  Much information has been distributed to the public on the plight of threatened and endangered plants and animals around the world.  The concern is that many of these organisms could become extinct unless measures are taken to insure their survival.

On the West Point Military Reservation, the vast majority of species present could not be considered as endangered or threatened.  However, there are several species that either reside on the Reservation or just pass through that are listed by the Federal Government and/or New York as threatened or endangered.  They include the bald eagle, Indiana bat, timber rattlesnake, shortnose sturgeon, least bittern, pied-billed grebe 

and, several plants.

Certainly, the most visible of these rare species is the bald eagle.  Bald eagles are classified as “Threatened” by the Federal government and New York State, and they have recently been proposed for de-listing from the Federal Endangered and Threatened Species list.  Bald eagles are not year-round residents at West Point.  Instead, they are merely visitors between late September and early April.  The bald eagles seen at West Point and Constitution Island are part of a group of eagles that use the lower Hudson River valley as a wintering area, the second largest winter bald eagle concentration in NY.  Each morning, these eagles depart from several identified nighttime roosts in the Hudson Valley (two of them identified on USMA properties) and often fly over or stop at locations on Academy properties.  At dusk these eagles return to their roosts to spend the night.
USMA provides protection for these birds by restricting helicopter flights over those parts of the Reservation used by the birds. During the winter, bald eagles need to conserve their energy (fat) reserves.  Activities that cause the birds to fly about needlessly can result in rapid depletion of those fat reserves.

The best location for West Point residents to see the bald eagles is from the North Dock area looking towards Constitution Island.  Care should be taken not to disturb the eagles from their resting sites.  Federal law prohibits the killing, disturbing or harassing of any endangered or threatened species. 

The Indiana bat is list as “Endangered” by both NY and the Federal Government.  This species is dependent on caves and abandoned mines for its winter survival and dead standing trees for nursery habitat for newborn bats.  Not just any cave or mine will do for winter survival.  The temperature and humidity requirements cover a narrow range that the cave or mine must provide in order for the Indiana bats to survive the winter.  The standing dead trees needed for nursery habitat must get lots of sunshine to provide needed warmth for the newborn bats.  Currently, the Indiana bat is considered to be no more than a foraging visitor to West Point properties.

West Point residents should not worry about encountering an Indiana bat in their homes.  Human buildings are too hot and/or dry for the Indiana bats to inhabit in any season.  The only three species of bat likely to be encountered in a home: the little brown bat; the silver-haired bat; and, the big brown bat.  All are common bat species.

The timber rattlesnake is listed as a “Threatened” species in New York.  An article is published every year in The Pointer View alerting West Point residents to the snake's presence on the Reservation.  These shy retiring creatures are not a threat to human safety, often leaving the vicinity before a person is even aware of the snake's presence.  The few people who get bitten in the U.S. each year by timber rattlesnakes are mostly people trying to handle the snakes, carelessly or not. 
Timber rattlesnake populations have plummeted in the Northeastern U.S. due to two factors - indiscriminate killing by people afraid of snakes; and, illegal collecting of the snakes for sale or other purposes.  Timber rattlesnakes do poorly in captivity so, in addition to being illegal, collecting the snakes results in their dying in captivity in a short amount of time.
Sightings of timber rattlesnakes anywhere at West Point should be reported to the Natural Resources Branch (938-3857) as soon as possible.  If human safety is a concern, it might be possible for the Natural Resources staff to relocate an individual snake to a safer area.
There are approximately 60 plant species found at West Point (of the more than 1,200 species present) considered to be threatened, endangered or rare by New York State.  Of these ~60 plants, none are considered “Threatened” or “Endangered” by the Federal Government.  Each species is found in a very limited area of West Point and efforts are taken to minimize disturbance of those areas.

If you would like to find out more on West Point's rare species, contact the Natural Resources Branch, 938-2314/3857, Monday through Friday.

