
Alberta’s First Known Eastern Yellow-Bellied Racer 
Hibernaculum Found During MULTISAR Surveys

 
By Kristen Rumbolt-Miller

This past field season, MULTISAR staff encountered two eastern yellow-bellied racers, a rare species of snake that only 
occurs in extreme southeastern Alberta and southwestern Saskatchewan. This species is listed as Threatened in Canada 
and until recently, there have only been a handful of confirmed sightings in Alberta. Although there are several known                  
hibernacula (over-wintering dens) in southwestern Saskatchewan, the existence of an over-wintering den for this spe-
cies in southeastern Alberta was not known….until last week.
 
Currently, MULTISAR is working on a Habi-
tat Conservation Strategy (HCS) for a large 
ranch in the southeast corner of the prov-
ince. Completing detailed wildlife inven-
tories to assess the wildlife and wildlife 
habitat occurring on the ranch is just one 
component of developing a HCS. As a part of 
these wildlife inventories, MULTISAR biolo-
gists survey coulee slopes in suitable habitat 
for snake hibernacula. Hibernacula are typi-
cally found on south or east facing slopes as 
they provide maximum thermal exposure 
from the sun. Hibernacula found along cou-
lee slopes in southern Alberta are typically 
rocky outcrops, abandoned mammal bur-
rows or areas where slumping has occurred. 
These areas must be deep enough to allow 
snakes to get below the frost line for the 
winter. In southern Alberta, hibernacula are 
often shared amongst different species of 
snakes, including prairie rattlesnakes, bull-
snakes and garter snakes. 

Before conducting the survey, MULTISAR spoke with the ranch manager to determine where on the ranch he had histori-
cally been observing racers. With that information, nearby south facing coulee slopes with suitable snake habitat were 
selected as the priority for surveying for hibernacula that the racers may be using. On September 23rd, MULTISAR, along 
with several volunteers, began searching for the eastern yellow-bellied racer and any dens they might be using. This was 
done by having surveyors spread out along the coulee slopes looking for congregating snakes or structures that may be 
suitable as hibernacula. Not long into the survey, Joel Nicholson, species at risk biologist with Alberta Environment and 
Sustainable Resource Development and MULTISAR Steering Committee member, happened upon a bullsnake at a rocky 
outcropping near the top of the coulee slope. 

Continued on page 6 (back page).

An eastern yellow-bellied racer hiding amongst a rock 
crevice at a hibernaculum found in southeastern Alberta.
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In the early part of the 20th century, the Onefour Research Station became a true pioneer in providing sound scientific 
research in range management and livestock production.  The turn of the century brought with it a combination of 
large numbers of livestock and a drought cycle to the prairies of western Canada.   In response to elevated concerns of 
local ranchers over the degradation of the native rangelands and the Government’s grazing lease policy of the day, the 
Dominion of Canada, in collaboration with the Gilchrist Brothers of Wildhorse, AB,  established the Onefour Research 
Station in 1927.  Allocating almost 43, 000 acres to a working ranch where natural ecosystems, domestic livestock hus-
bandry and production, and range management concepts could be studied proved to be a very astute move.  The re-
search station was considered by those in the profession to be the birth place of range management in western Canada.  

In 2013, the decision by Agriculture and Agri-Food 
Canada to wrap up its involvement in operating the 
Onefour Research Station presented both a challenge 
and opportunity to the Government of Alberta, spe-
cifically, Environment and Sustainable Resource De-
velopment (ESRD).  Considering that over 90% of the 
land within the Onefour Research Ranch is owned by 
the Province, ESRD will take the lead in formulating a 
management plan, chairing an Advisory Committee, 
and monitoring the success of the management plan 
objectives. The research component of the ranch will 
be coordinated by the University of Alberta’s Range-
land Research Institute.  This key partner will be re-
sponsible for coordinating and managing the major-
ity of  research activities directed to the abundant 
natural resources.  The third partner on the Onefour 
Research Ranch will be the new Onefour Grazing As-
sociation who will be responsible for grazing stewardship at Onefour and providing grazing opportunities to local ranch-
ers.  Implementing the range management plan, maintaining the infrastructure (fences, corrals, and water develop-
ments), and supporting the management objectives will also be the mandate of the grazing association.  These partners 
will be key players in the Advisory Committee’s recommendations to implement management practices designed to 
maintain or enhance biodiversity, sustainable grazing, and wildlife habitat especially for species at risk. 

O N E F O U R  R E S E A R C H  S TAT I O N : 
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It goes without saying the starting point for any successful management plan is to take stock of the current natural re-
sources.  Early in 2014, MULTISAR was asked to conduct a comprehensive inventory and provide recommendation for 
the management of all rangeland and wildlife resources on approximately 66 square miles the Onefour Research Ranch 
covers.  The baseline survey work conducted by MULTISAR wildlife biologists and rangeland agrologists spanned much of 
the 2014 field season, June to September.  Two environment consulting companies were also contracted to complete the 
rangeland inventory on approximately one half of the ranch property.  The rangeland inventory of the Onefour Research 
Ranch produced 230 vegetation inventories and 400 range or tame pasture health assessments.  Likewise, 105 species 
of wildlife were recorded, account-
ing for the richness in diversity of 
the wildlife species present on One-
four.  Combining the 2014 data with 
previous range health assessments 
and wildlife records will provide 
the foundation upon which to build 
the new management plan for the 
ranch.  MULTISAR staff will be inte-
grating the wildlife and rangeland in-
ventories and making recommenda-
tions for management practices and 
enhancements designed to maintain 
or improve both the wildlife habitat 
with an emphasis on species at risk 
and the rangeland resources.  All 
the resource inventories and recom-
mendations will be available in the 
Habitat Conservation Strategy (HCS) 
report produced by MULTISAR in the 
spring of 2015.  

The relatively undisturbed, native 
landscapes spreading over the Lost 
River valley, rolling uplands, and broad 
valleys draining to the southeast on 
Onefour provide an excellent home for a wide variety of flora and fauna, many of which are at the northern extent of 
their range and are found at a very limited number of sites in Alberta. It is comforting to know that, despite the fact 
that the Government of Canada has withdrawn its involvement on Onefour, efforts are being made by the province of 
Alberta and other partners to maintain the research component for which Onefour has been known since 1927 and at 
the same time allow opportunities for grazing by local ranchers and ensure that the biodiversity is maintained on the 
property.
           
 1Much information for this article was derived from a presentation prepared by Barry Adams and presented  by Mr. Brian Laing of Alberta 
Environment and Sustainable Resource Development at a Prairie Conservation Forum Meeting in Elkwater on September 18, 2014   
   

Early grazing lease policies, a lack of practical and scientific knowledge about 
grazing management, led to widespread overgrazing in SE Alberta.  George 
Ross (above) was a leader in improving the grazing lease policies of the day, in 
part, based on early research findings at Onefour.

A GLANCE AT THE PAST AND A HINT AT THE FUTURE 
OF THIS HISTORICALLY AND BIOLOGICALLY SIGNIFICANT PROPERTY 

By Ken Pitcher1

Left: The relatively undisturbed native landscape of the Lost River valley at the Onefour Research Station. 
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Growing Forward 2
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada and Alberta Agriculture and Rural Development (ARD) are offering agricultural pro-
ducers financial assistance, 33-75% of the cost, through 25 different programs. Many of them require you to have an 
Environmental Farm Plan (EFP) before you apply but the EFP process has been simplified to make this step easier. 

Business Management Skills Development Program
75% of training fees will be reimbursed up to a maximum of $10,000 for an individual or $40,000 for a group. Multiple 
training courses are allowed throughout the life of Growing Forward 2, up to the maximum. Application form includes a 
learning plan with clear outcomes and costs. Proof of completion is required before reimbursement.

On-Farm Stewardship Program
Eligible projects include riparian area fencing and management, watering systems, wetland restoration, wintering site 
relocation, grazing managment, manure management, shelterbelt establishment, among others. You can begin work 
once you have applied but there is no guarantee you will be reimbursed. 

On-Farm Water Management Program
Wells, dugouts, springs, dams and pipelines are eligible for 33% reimbursement up to a maximum of $5,000. Well 
decommissioning, well pit conversions, water meters, water well depth measurement equipment and connections to 
multi-user water supply pipelines are eligible for 50% reimbursement. First step is to develop a Long-term Water Man-
agement Plan with an ARD Water Specialist (no cost). 

For details visit www.growingforward.alberta.ca/Programs/index.htm or call 310-FARM (3276). 

Ducks Unlimited Canada
DUC offers a variety of incentives to grow winter wheat or forages, put conservation easements on your land and/or re-
store wetlands. They also have land for sale that has been restored and has conservation easements on it. An overview 
of programs is at www.ducks.ca/what-we-do/your-land/prairie-programs/. For details email du_edmonton@ducks.ca 
or call 1-866-479-3825.

Watershed Stewardship Grants
The Land Stewardship Centre awards grants of up to $10,000 to watershed stewardship groups that are working in 
their communities to raise awareness of local watershed issues or improve the condition of their local watershed. Ap-
plications will be accepted in January. Visit www.landstewardship.org/watershed-stewardship-grant-program/ or email 
grant@landstewardship.org or call 1–877-727–5276 extension 222 for more information.
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A field day...or morning… in the life of a MULTISAR biologist 
By Darryl Jarina

A piercing sound fills my ears, which is just annoying enough to force one eye open. My first thought is that one of my 
kids has been messing with my clock again as its only 3:30 am. Slowly my mind wraps around the realization that the 
clock that I just repeatedly hit with an open slap was simply doing the job it was intended for, and that I was the guilty 
one who set the time. After laying in bed for another few minutes, I quickly realize that I have to meet the rest of the 
crew at 4:00 am. My work clothes are slapped on, I give the wife a kiss which is returned by a sleepy groan, and I grab 
my already packed lunch and backpack. 

On arriving at the meeting site, I quickly notice that the rest of the crew is apparently in the same condition that I am; 
red-eyed, unkempt, and maybe even a bit grumpy; a typical start for this group of MULTISAR biologists. A quick stop for 
truck fuel, and body fuel (coffee), and we’re off to the field. It’s still pretty dark out, with only a faint glimpse of light on 
the horizon. Sunrise will be in an hour or so, which means we are right on time. Not much is said at first, but as the keen 
minds start to wake up, the discussions begin. Did you see that game last night? What your plans this weekend? And so 
on. It is not until we approach our work area that actual work discussions begin. Who is going to which locations? Does 
everybody have their radio? Maps? GPS? Binoculars? Wildlife caller? Etc. Safety first is reminded of all. A quick radio 
check and we’re off.

As I walk across the dew filled prairie, with the sun just starting to peek over the horizon, I still can’t get used to the level 
of noise that fills the morning air, with hundreds of birds of various species all calling and displaying almost simultane-
ously. As I reach my first wildlife survey point, I note my location in my book and simply wait and listen. The first half of 
my 5 minute survey often has me staring stoically at my boots, focusing in on every sound that I hear, trying to pick out 
the various species in the area. I then rely on my binoculars to help confirm my findings and determine how many of 
each bird are within 100 m of me. Five minutes complete, and it’s off to my next point where I’ll play the electronic bur-
rowing owl call and listen intently, hoping to hear the faint “coo-coo” of an owl responding to my call in the distance. If a 
burrowing owl is heard, I’m quickly on the radio with my comrades trying to triangulate the bird’s location. If everything 
works out, we’ll soon enough have a nesting burrow found.

Continued on page 6
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Hibernaculum in southeastern Alberta at which 
two eastern yellow-bellied racers were found.

Contact us:

MULTISAR Coordinators:
403-381-5318
403-382-4364

info@multisar.ca

MULTISAR
2nd Floor, YPM Place
530 - 8th Street South

Lethbridge, Alberta 
T1J 2J8

www.multisar.ca

Continued from page 5:

This pattern is repeated over and over throughout the morning. Site to site we walk, listen, watch, and record. We’ll 
often deviate from our intended route to check out a tree, shrub, wetland, burrow, rock outcrop, etc., all habitats that 
wildlife may be using, making sure that we don’t miss anything. At the end of our survey route, which is typically com-
plete by 10:00 am when bird singing tapers off, we meet up to discuss the day. Who found what? Where did you see it? 
Etc. A quick bite of lunch and we pile back into our trucks for our return. The unlucky driver stares right ahead as fields 
of wheat or canola pass by, praying for a corner so that they can actually maneuver the vehicle and not just simply hold 
the wheel steady on this arrow straight section of an Alberta grid road. Others in the vehicle will often stare silently 
out the window, or begin to nod off, as the early morning and 6 km walk have finally caught up with them. Once home, 
there is some quick verbal planning for the following day, a few goodbyes, and we’re off. It may be only 1 pm, but we 
have been hard at it for 9 ½ hours already. Some may grab a quick afternoon nap while others fight through completing 
errands, but by the early evening, and before darkness has even set it, we are all ready to pack it in in anticipation of 
another 3:30 wake up. 

This process may seem daunting, especially after several weeks of this type of schedule. Why would we put our bodies 
through this process over and over again? For me, any frustrations, doubts, and fatigue seem to disappear the second 
I begin my walk across that native prairie and hear the sounds of the grassland waking up. It’s something that not all 
Albertans get to be a part of, and is something that I’ll always cherish. And although I realize what a good thing I have, 
it often takes a 3:30 am buzzer to remind me of just how lucky I actually am.
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As additional surveyors converged on the site, a garter 
snake and a racer were spotted by ESRD wildlife biolo-
gist Sandi Robertson before disappearing into the sur-
rounding rocky outcrops. Further investigation of the 
site by Jessica Melstead (Cows & Fish) revealed another 
racer, which remained visible in a rock crevice for some 
time,   allowing for some excellent photo opportuni-
ties of this rarely seen species. Two additional racers 
were also observed on the same ranch during the next 
several days of MULTISAR snake surveys, although no 
additional hibernacula were confirmed. MULTISAR 
coordinator, Francois Blouin, was able to capture one 
of the racers on video https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=QZIW7CoBxkE.

Kristen Rumbolt-Miller


