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A few weeks ago, as I was leaving the voting booth on Election Day, an old friend stopped me to tell me about a piece of land his is donating to the local land trust. For several years now, he has made his property available to me for the annual Christmas Bird Count so I was very pleased to hear it will be permanently protected.  Before leaving, he also mentioned that he had recently seen a rabbit on his property.  Somewhat surprised by the report, I queried him, “A rabbit, are you sure it wasn’t a snowshoe hare?”  No, he was positive, it was a cottontail.  Freeport, although not considered a hotspot for New England cottontails, is on the northern edge of their range in Maine. The prospect of a Freeport population was exciting indeed.  New England Cottontail populations have significantly declined in Maine, so much so that they were listed as a state endangered species this past September under the Maine Endangered Species Act, and are currently listed as a candidate threatened species with the US Fish and Wildlife Service under the Federal Endangered Species Act.  New England cottontail numbers are believed to have dropped to only a few hundred individuals, and their range, which used to extend as far as Fryeburg, Lewiston, and Belfast, now includes only York and Cumberland Counties, 17% of its former range.  The reasons for this decline are twofold, a shift in habitat through natural succession and loss of available remaining habitat from development and associated increased predation.  New England Cottontails need brushy, early successional upland habitat. Given that their remaining range lies in the heart of southern Maine’s development activity, old fields, and shrub lands have been replaced by subdivisions, or have reverted to forest stands.  Add to this loss of habitat, increased human activity and an increase of outdoor pets such as free roaming cats, and the future for New England cottontails can appear bleak.
For years, I operated a banding station at Gilsland Farm in Falmouth, and up until about two summers ago, we would see New England Cottontails almost every morning we banded.  As much as I love birds, it’s hard not be smitten with a rabbit. I would often stop and watch as they fed on the edge of a shrub thicket, their ears perked up, whiskers twitching, all the while chewing a favored plant.  Always very alert and rather jumpy; as soon as they caught wind of you, they would retreat back into the thicket where they would remain for the next few minutes, until they felt secure enough to slowly venture back to the edge of the grass.  New England Cottontails, unlike Eastern Cottontail, are not likely to venture too far into the open.  In fact, their preferred habitat is very dense thickets or shrubs, with as much as 50,000 stems per hectare.  Here in Maine, we just have New England Cottontails, so the only species you might confuse them with is a snowshoe hare.  New England Cottontails are a medium sized rabbit, 15-17 inches, with a dark brown to buff coat that has a slight black wash.  The back edge of their ears is black, and they have a distinct black spot between their ears. Eastern Cottontails, the rabbit so commonly seen on lawns and pastures in southern New England, were introduced to the region by local hunting clubs and don’t occur in Maine.  Snowshoe hares have much larger ears and hind feet, have brown fur in the summer, which turns white in the winter.  
This winter, MDIWF and USFWS will be working together on a project to document New England Cottontails throughout southern Maine. We’ll be conducting tracking surveys after snowfall, looking for browsed areas, and collecting scat samples. Our efforts will focus on sites where there have been known occurrences of NEC in the past, primarily on lands currently in conservation ownership. In addition, we will be working with land trusts and willing landowners to try and document populations at new sites.  We are currently looking for volunteers to help us survey about 75 parcels in York and Cumberland counties.  In early winter we will be conducting training sessions for anyone interested in helping with this project.  You don’t need tracking experience, or a background in biology; just a willingness to learn, a flexible schedule, and a pair of snowshoes would be helpful. To learn more about this project, volunteer, report a sighting, or if you have a property you would like to have surveyed, please email me at judy-camuso@maine.gov 
Additionally, our Department is working cooperatively with the Maine Department of Transportation through Maine’s Beginning with Habitat program to better understand the habitat requirements of Maine’s New England cottontail population.  This past summer we collected genetics information from several individuals to get a better understanding of how populations move across the landscape especially given the extent of habitat fragmentation in their southern Maine range.  Having this information on hand help us to recommend key habitat linkages and habitat appropriate corridors for preservation to best meet the long-term needs of this species and hopefully protect this important element of Maine’s natural wildlife diversity. 
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