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RMC tracking native river

TURTLES
in long term study

F
ive years ago, the environmental science 

program at Rocky Mountain College 

launched an ambitious long term study 

of native river turtles in Montana. Associate 

Professor of Biology and Environmental 

Science, Kayhan Ostovar, has guided this 

important research since its inception. 

 “The turtle research began with an 

interest in understanding the integrity of 

the Yellowstone River and other aquatic 

systems in Montana. We identified two native 

species, spiny softshell and snapping turtles, 

as indicators of local river health. We hope 

our research will lead to sound management 

decisions for both species as well as a better 

understanding of the ecosystems where they 

live,” said Ostovar.

 Each summer, Ostovar and his students 

conduct field work on nearby rivers to 

gather data for the study. This work consists 

of requesting river access from private 

landowners to set baited turtle hoop traps in 

the river. The traps are checked regularly and 

each turtle captured is carefully measured 

and tagged. Blood samples are taken to track 

heavy metal contaminant levels before the 

turtles are released. During the academic 

year, Kayhan and his students record and 

analyze the data, working with Professor 

Ulrich Hoensch for guidance with statistical 

analysis and Associate Professor Luke Ward 

for techniques in spatial analysis.

 “Each species will inform researchers 

about potential contaminants in waterways 

and the overall ecosystem. In-stream barriers, 

such as dams and irrigation diversions, are a 

concern in aquatic systems as they can impede 

population connectivity and persistence in 
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Students in the field record measurements, take blood samples, tag, and release river turtles each summer as part of the study.

fish species. Little has been studied about 

their effects on freshwater turtles, which 

are directly tied to the aquatic system,” said 

Ostovar.

 As part of the study, RMC faculty and 

students will assess differences in heavy metal 

contaminants and other toxin levels in the 

turtle blood samples between river systems. 

Tagging the turtles sheds light on the travel 

patterns, population size, and demographic 

structure of both species. By better 

understanding the distribution, status, and 

potential threats to these species, researchers 

can help inform efforts by Montana Fish, 

Wildlife & Parks in managing both species.

 The opportunity for extensive 

undergraduate research is a unique feature 

of Rocky Mountain College’s curriculum. 

Students help coordinate and share results 

with professional biologists, allowing them to 

develop professional research skills related to 

data collection, analysis, and interpretation.

 “Our undergraduate students have the 

opportunity to participate in graduate-
RMC professor Kayhan Ostovar draws a blood 

sample from the tail of a native river turtle
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level research. In the environmental science 

program, we have a research process that 

guides students through the conceptualization 

of a study, the proposal writing process, 

fieldwork, data analysis, and dissemination 

of the results. Students who complete our 

research program are well-equipped to 

continue on to graduate school or professional 

careers,” said Ostovar.

 One former student and participant 

in the research, Andrhea Massey, now 

attends graduate school at the University of 

Toledo, and is involved in a freshwater turtle 

population study on the Kalamazoo River.

 “The native river turtle research at Rocky 

helped me develop skills as a researcher,” 

said Massey. “During my time with the 

program, I developed working relationships 

with hundreds of landowners and inspired 

conservation through that outreach. It was the 

most valuable experience of my life.”

 Rocky Mountain College’s river turtle 

research is made possible by the support of 

the M.J. Murdock Charitable Trust. In 2019, the 

College received a $58,830 grant from the 

organization to continue its ongoing study. 

The Trust’s transformational support of RMC 

dates back to 1989. Overall, the Murdock Trust 

has made over 170 grants totaling more than 
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$27 million to nonprofits and universities in 

Montana.

 “The grant from M.J. Murdock Charitable 

Trust will allow students to continue with this 

research while expanding our scope to cover 

more waterways on the Crow Reservation and 

more thoroughly address some additional 

questions, such as the effects of in-stream 

barriers to turtle movement,” said Ostovar.

 Other funding and in-kind support for the 

study has been generously provided by the 

Yellowstone River Research Center at RMC, 

Montana Space Grant Consortium (NASA), 

Cinnabar Foundation, RBC Financial – Blue 

Planet Grant, Musselshell Valley Community 

Foundation, Montana Fish Wildlife & Parks, 

ExxonMobil, the Humane Society of the United 

States, Yvonne Mansfield Animal Welfare Fund, 

Prairie Biotic Research, Grizzly Creek Films, 

RMC Faculty, and SEED grants. The project is 

in cooperation with Montana Fish, Wildlife & 

Parks and the Crow Tribal Fish & Game Office.

“The native river turtle 
research at Rocky 
Mountain College helped 
develop my skills as a 
researcher.”
—ANDRHEA MASSEY 

Former Student

“
”

ABOUT M.J. MURDOCK 
CHARITABLE TRUST
M.J. Murdock Charitable Trust, 

created by the will of the late Melvin 

J. (Jack) Murdock, provides grants 

to organizations in five states of the 

Pacific Northwest – Alaska, Idaho, 

Montana, Oregon and Washington – 

that seek to strengthen the region’s 

educational and cultural base in 

creative and sustainable ways.


