Species Evaluation Report for Herpetofauna on the Cimarron and Comanche National Grasslands and Potential Species of Conservation Concern draft review.
Comments from Brad Lambert and Tyler Lovato, research zoologists from the Colorado Natural Heritage Program. September 25, 2025
The species evaluation report overall looked good for the herpetofauna on the Comanche National Grasslands (CNG). There are more current records for the herpetofauna species in CNHP’s Biotics that should be added to the assessments that would change the “year of last known occurrence” for many of the evaluations. CNHP will send updated herpetofaua occurrences for the USFS to use in the species evaluations. Some specific comments:
· The Texas Threadsnake, Rena dulcis (formerly known as New Mexico Threadsnake, Rena dissecta), evaluation could use some updates. The evaluation does not mention that this species is found on the CNG with a last obs of 2025. We have found this species in Holt and Sand Canyon over the last couple of years. CNHP has several occurrences for this species on the CNG in Baca County.  For the upcoming CPW SWAP list, this species will likely be a SGIN and CNHP tracks it as a G5S1 species. 

· CNHP has additional records for the Smooth Softshell Turtle, including an observation on the CNG in Las Animas County.

· The Round-tailed Horned Lizard, Phrynosoma modestum, is a rare lizard that has been found recently (2023 and 2025) on the CNG near Vogel Canyon. This species should be included in the evaluation report. The round-tailed horned lizard will likely be a Tier 2 species in the upcoming CPW SWAP revision.

· Speckled Kingsnake, Lampropeltis holbrooki - CNHP only has one verified record on Comanche from 2016, but they are known to occur on CNG bluffs in Otero as well as in the CNG canyons in Baca. This species is very difficult to detect even in prime conditions, suggesting they occur in low densities in Colorado. Although road mortality is likely the only major threat for this species, it should be considered for evaluation based on its rarity alone.



Comments for the potential species of conservation concern for the Comanche NG draft:
· Couch’s Spadefoot and Green Toad – Recent surveys by CNHP have found that this species still occupies the historic district on the CNG and can be common at some locations, such as, the David Canyon Road area in Otero County. Both species can be hard to detect but under the right conditions can occur in large numbers. The CNG contains a large portion of these species overall range in Colorado and could be impacted by sustained drought.

· Plains Leopard Frog – This species is still found throughout its historic distribution on the CNG. The surveys conducted by CNHP in 2023 and 2024 on the CNG, found plains leopard frogs to be abundant at most of the permanent wetlands on the grasslands, even while co-occurring with bullfrogs at several sites. This species will likely be taken off the new CPW SWAP list as it has a large range across southeast Colorado and there have been no indications of declining populations. Threats include bullfrogs, altered wetlands, and drought.

· Red-spotted Toads are not widespread on the CNG but can be locally common. We have found good breeding populations in Vogel Canyon, Sand Canyon, Holt Canyon, and Picture Canyon. They typically like canyon bottom type habitat. They have a fairly large range in SE Colorado and the western slope/SW Colorado, so although somewhat limited by habitat on the Comanche, they are secure in other parts of their range in Colorado.  They face the same threats as other amphibians on the Comanche like drought and bullfrogs. Is there a source for the comment “threatened by chytrid fungus”? Chytrid fungus would be a potential threat for most amphibians, but negative impacts from chytrid fungus for amphibian species in southeastern Colorado has not been documented. The comment “Species is considered very rare in the Grasslands with limited suitable habitat remaining”, is a bit misleading as there some areas on the Comanche NG with substantial populations, especially the canyon habitat in southern Baca County. 

· Western Narrow-mouthed Toads are really restricted in their Colorado range and tied to a limited habitat type in Colorado. Also, the Colorado populations are disjunct from their larger range in the U.S. They can be quite numerous at some localities and there is no evidence of declines, but the rarity of this species is based more on the range and habitat availability. Since they typically breed in small ephemeral pools, prolonged drought could be a threat.  Back in 2022 and 2023, we lost tadpoles at several sites from pools drying up, which is normal for this species, but if a pattern of warming temperatures and less precipitation becomes more sustained this species could be vulnerable. Although Bullfrogs are probably not much of a threat, we have found them co-occurring with narrow-mouthed toads In Picture Canyon and Carrizo Canyon. Since the distribution of this species in Colorado is primarily on the CNG, it should be considered as an important species for the Comanche management plan.

· Black-necked garter snakes are more isolated than the plains garter snake on the CNG. We have found them in the Carrizo drainage, Sand Canyon and Whitby Canyon. In the Carrizo drainage, bullfrogs could be seen as a threat as they have been known to prey on young garter snakes. I don't think there is any data showing population trends for this species. This snake seems to be restricted to water sources in canyon habitat. 

· Smooth softshell turtles were first documented in Colorado in 2018. There are now records from the Purgatoire in Otero and Las Animas counties as well as the Arkansas in Otero and Bent counties. One of these observations was made directly on the CNG in Las Animas County. Spiny softshell turtles also occur in the Arkansas, Carrizo, and Purgatoire drainages. More intensive survey efforts will need to be made before establishing trends and scope of distribution on the CNG.

· The western massasauga rattlesnake is still found on the CNG in small numbers and will likely be a CPW SWAP Tier 2 Species in the upcoming SWAP plan. This species should remain as a Species of Conservation Concern for the grassland plan.

Additional Species to Consider as Species of Conservation Concern:

· Yellow Mud Turtle – CNHP has found them recently, 2023 - 2025 on the CNG, but they are spotty and mostly restricted to perennial water sources or stock tanks and could be impacted by sustained drought. We have recently found them in Carrizo Creek, Holt Canyon, Picture Canyon and in Pickett House Draw. Outside of the Comanche, Yellow Mud Turtles are still found throughout their historic range in Colorado. I am not aware of any trend data for this species in Colorado.

· Round-tailed Horned Lizard – This species was first documented in Colorado in 1996 and very few records have been made since then. This is a difficult species to detect, but there has been a lot of effort in recent years by COPARC and CNHP to conduct herp surveys on the CNG with very few records made. In 2023 COPARC found this species near Vogel Canyon on the CNG and CNHP has made several more observations in this area in 2025. The rarity and disjunct populations of this species should make it a priority conservation species for the USFS management plan.

· Texas Threadsnake as this species has relatively few records and limited to the canyon habitat in southern Baca County. However, this species is hard to detect and could be more common than previously believed. 

· Speckled Kingsnake - CNHP only has one verified record on the CNG from 2016, but they are known to occur on CNG bluffs in Otero as well as in the CNG canyons in Baca. This species is very difficult to detect even in prime conditions, suggesting they occur in low densities in Colorado. Although road mortality is likely the only major threat for this species, it should be considered for evaluation based on its rarity alone.
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