Urban Legends in Wildlife

Urban legends abound not only in the large cities but also in rural America.  Wildlife legends are no exception.  Some are based on theories that are biologically untrue, while others are steeped in a deep-seated conspiracy theory that is hard to break.  They make a great story, but do nothing to help educate the public about wildlife resources and often times do considerable harm.  Here are a few myths, their origins and some rationale as to why they are untrue.

Myth:  Throwing rice at weddings is harmful to birds.
This claim has been around for 10 years or so and was reinforced by an Ann Landers column a few years back claiming that rice will expand in a birds stomach and cause them to “blow up” and die.  Sounds awful, doesn't it? But have you ever seen any exploding birds after a wedding? It never happens. In fact, birds are often big pests in rice fields. Some rice farmers may wish the pesky birds would explode, but they never do.    Uncooked, milled rice is no more harmful to birds than is rice in the field.  Rice does not make birds bloat and die.  

The irony in this is that a common alternative to rice is the release of balloons, which is a documented danger to wildlife.  Rice does have a danger though.  Not to birds, but rather to humans.  Scattered on a hard surface (such as the steps of a church or a dance floor) it puts anyone who walks across that surface at risk of taking a nasty spill.  It is far better to prohibit rice throwing at a wedding than to end up with an injured guest.   But don't do it for the birds, do it for the in-laws! 

MYTH:  Water Moccasins in Kansas
It is true that cottonmouths (commonly referred to as water moccasins) are found in Kansas.  However, these snakes have only been naturally found in the Spring River in Cherokee County in extreme southeastern Kansas.  A few were deliberately released in the Verdigris River in Montgomery County Kansas, which is also in the southeastern corner of the state.  However, none of these have been seen since 1970.  Cottonmouths are found in warmer climates of the southeastern U.S.  The fact that some were released but perished in the Verdigris River is a good indication of why they are not in the Fort Riley vicinity.  The weather and habitat to the north and west of Cherokee County is just too inhospitable for cottonmouths to survive.  Even Cherokee County is in the extreme northwestern range for these snakes and very few inhabit the area.  

Cottonmouths have an irritable disposition and their proximity to water puts them at odds with recreationists.  However, very few people are actually bitten by these snakes.  Northern water snakes are most likely the cause of confusion in Kansas.  These snakes inhabit areas in and around water and are heavy bodied and aggressive, much like a cottonmouth.   They will most certainly bite, but they are indeed non-venomous.    

MYTH:  Large Volkswagen size catfish lurk at the bottom of Tuttle Creek Lake.
This one has been around for as long as the Corps of Engineers began building large earthen dams on our rivers.  How big catfish can actually get is widely disputed, but the world record is 123 lbs, which was caught near Independence, Kansas. It is true that a flathead could get somewhat larger than that, but the potential for a man-eater at the base of Tuttle Creek dam is quite a stretch.
MYTH:  Turkeys eat young quail
This is a recent legend that has spread like wildfire.  The story goes that someone found some ingested quail in the stomach of harvested turkey.  There is one big problem with this story though.  Either the hunter shot the turkey out of season, or the story is completely false.  Turkey season occurs at least a month before quail begin to rear young.  

Now it is true that a turkey could eat a young quail, but there has never been any proof that it has happened in the wild.  Some studies were done where domestic turkeys were put in a pen with young quail and some of them were eaten. However, extensive video studies of quail nests in the wild have not revealed a single instance of turkey depredation on quail, even with a high population of turkeys.  The origin of this legend likely comes from the fact that the turkey population exploded in this area at about the same time quail numbers started to decline.  The decline in quail numbers is not fully understood, but there is no evidence pointing to turkeys eating quail as the culprit. 

MYTH:  Kansas Department of Wildlife and Parks released some mountain lions to control the deer population
This legend likely has more to do with people looking for a good conspiracy theory than actually making any sense.  The story goes that KDWP (and other states) have been secretly releasing radio-tracked mountain lions in an attempt to keep the deer herd in check.  This story really has a lot of problems.  First off, for any release of that magnitude, there would have to be public hearings and a release of information similar to the gray wolves being reintroduced in Yellowstone National Park.  Secondly, why would KDWP even do such a thing?  Deer hunting likely produces more income in permit sales and tourism to the state then any other species of wildlife.  With money as tight as it is, why would they jeopardize one of their most income producing resources? 

The second part to this story that has been told many times is of local hunter or farmer shooting a mountain lion and putting it in his freezer. Within minutes, a Conservation Officer met him at the door asking to see the mountain lion.  Supposedly, the animal was affixed with radio tracking device implanted in its ear.  First off, the technology to have a transmitter that small with any kind of range has not yet been made to my knowledge.  And if it has, the cost would be extraordinary.  Standard tracking devices require a sizable battery that would be impossible to implant.  While it is possible and probably likely that mountain lions do traverse or even inhabit the state in small numbers (wild mountain lions inhabit every surrounding state), it is not because the state is intentionally stocking them.  
