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The Tortoise Burrow
Newsletter of The Gopher Tortoise Council
Message From a Co-Chair

Rachael Sulkers

I am deeply humbled and honored by this privilege to serve in the capacity of co-chair of
such a dedicated group of biologists, environmental professionals, educators, volunteers,
and students. The Gopher Tortoise Council has a long tradition of excellence and
perseverance in upland and tortoise conservation. I plan to build on that foundation as new
challenges and exciting opportunities emerge. I am excited to serve this distinguished
organization and plan to follow in the footsteps of my predecessors by leaving GTC in strong
shape financially and structurally.
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I have taken on the position of co-chair during an exciting time and I feel I am working on the
front lines of tortoise conservation. As an example, the Council took a lead role in organizing
a multidisciplinary team of scientists, modelers, researchers, and managers who met at the
Charlie Elliott Wildlife Management Area on March 13th-14th, 2013. This group tackled a
long standing and somewhat controversial issue concerning Minimum Viable Population
(MVP) or the population size necessary to ensure long-term survival of gopher tortoises. It
was a spirited debate. This group of individuals really dug into the issue and I am excited
about the findings.
A little background: The MVP can be estimated using population viability analysis (PVA). A
PVA models populations using demographic parameters and environmental information to
project future population dynamics. Parameters specific to gopher tortoise PVAs include
how long the species lives, average age to reproduction, maximum age of reproduction, how
often it breeds, clutch size, and juvenile survivability. These models can also take into
account environmental sources of stress. After repeated simulations, a final survival
probability is derived over different timeframes, e.g. 100 or 200 years.
Current models provide mixed guidance about what constitutes a minimally viable gopher
tortoise population, with results varying from 25 to 250 adults under ideal habitat
conditions. After two long days of spirited debate, the group came up with several
recommendations.
Please stay tuned…an official summary of the group’s recommendations is being drafted
and will be available on the GTC website within the next few months.
To me, the take home message from the meeting is that PVAs are just one more tool for
biologists to use in managing populations. Determining the “magic number” should not
become the only defining factor in managing gopher tortoise populations but PVAs and their
parameters may confirm what we intuitively already know.
On a lighter and sunnier note, the Annual Gopher Tortoise Council Meeting will be held in
Ponte Vedra Beach, Florida, on October 11-12 at the Guana Tolomato Matanzas National
Estuarine Research Reserve. From the protection of small and fragmented populations to
determining appropriate juvenile survivorship rates, this year’s theme will continue the MVP
discussion but in terms of managing tortoises.
In keeping with GTC’s reputation of being student friendly, we plan to offer two student travel
awards of $100 each and we will be continuing Jen’s new found tradition by awarding prizes
for the “Best Student Presentation” and “Best Student Poster.” Additionally, we will have a
panel entitled “What I wish I knew back then!”. This will consist of five individuals
representing different professions in gopher tortoise ecology discussing what they do, how
they got there, and providing advice for students and young professionals. This should be
really interesting and a lot of fun!
If you have presentation ideas or are interested in planning efforts for the meeting, please
email me at rsulkers@esinc.cc. I can’t wait to see all of you in October-Rachael
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FEATURE ARTICLE

Successful Gopher Frog Reintroduction-Williams Bluffs

Rick Lavender

The gopher frog restoration effort in southwest Georgia has made another
leap forward.
On February 20th, 2013, senior wildlife biologist John Jensen with the
Georgia Dept. of Natural Resources’ (DNR) Nongame Conservation Section
found a gopher frog egg mass (pictured, next page) at Williams Bluffs
Preserve in Early County.
The jelly-like glob is the first hard evidence that these rare frogs are
reproducing at Williams Bluffs. It’s also the only reproduction by Rana capito
documented from a reintroduction effort in the wild. (Endangered Mississippi,
or dusky, gopher frogs (Rana sevosa) have bred after being reintroduced in
Mississippi.)

Photo credit: Georgia DNR,
Nongame Conservation Section

Additional confirmation came when Lora Smith of the Joseph W. Jones
Ecological Research Center reported recordings of gopher frog mating calls at
Williams Bluffs using an automated recording device, or “froglogger.”
Jensen, and colleagues Vanessa Kinney and Adam Clause of the University of
Georgia (UGA), later heard several calling males when they visited the site
one evening.
The egg mass photos sparked cheers from the various organizations that
since 2007 have poured time and gopher frogs –more than 4,000 – into the
effort at The Nature Conservancy (TNC) preserve near Blakely.
The loss of intact upland sandhill habitats and fishless wetlands needed for
breeding have reduced Georgia’s gopher frog populations to about 15. The
frogs, named for their use of gopher tortoise burrows, are state-listed as rare
and petitioned for federal listing.
The first eggs are a big first step. Other promising signs include introduced
frogs surviving to adulthood and the survival of frogs released directly into
tortoise burrows. But for a self-sustaining population, said Dr. John C. Maerz,
associate professor in UGA’s Warnell School of Forestry and Natural
Resources, “We need that wetland to start producing frogs.”
Drought had dried the wetland the past two years, leaving frogs no place to
breed. This winter, however, rains filled it. The rest is gopher frog history.

Volume 33, Number 1

Page 3

Project partners include Atlanta Botanical Garden, DNR’s Nongame Conservation Section, the Jones
Center, TNC, UGA, and Zoo Atlanta. Bear Hollow Zoo in Athens also provided assistance.

Gopher Frog Egg Mass-photo
from Georgia DNR, Nongame
Conservation Section

Rick Lavender of the Georgia Dept. of Natural Resources, Nongame Conservation Section, contributed
to this article.

Student Spotlight

Ashley Warren

Pocket Gopher Studies at the Jones Ecological Research Center
The southeastern pocket gopher (Geomys pinetis) is a fossorial rodent largely associated with the longleaf pine
communities also inhabited by the gopher tortoise. As southeastern pocket gophers burrow, they deposit large
mounds of soil above ground. These deposits serve many functions within the longleaf pine ecosystem, such as
providing shelter in areas where vegetative ground cover is sparse. Several species of amphibians and reptiles,
including the gopher frog and red-tailed skink, have been observed taking shelter in the loose dirt of the mounds.
Additionally, the southeastern pocket gopher is known as a significant prey item for pine snakes.
Although southeastern pocket gophers are often abundant in suitable habitat, the conversion and fragmentation of
longleaf pine communities has caused the pocket gopher to be absent from a large portion of its historical range.
Georgia DNR has acknowledged the impending need to manage the southeastern pocket gopher, but a large
portion of the basic natural history of this species is unknown, making it difficult to develop a conservation strategy.
To investigate several of these missing aspects of southeastern pocket gopher ecology, I have been capturing
pocket gophers at the Joseph W. Jones Ecological Research Center at Ichauway and implanting them with internal
transmitters. Through radio telemetry, I intend to determine survival rate, cause-specific mortality, home-range,
dispersal, and behavioral response to prescribed fire. Another aspect of my study will use animal-centered
sampling at burrow locations to yield specific information on the associations of plant communities and soil
characteristics with burrow locations and structure.

Ashley is an M.S. Graduate
Student in the Warnell
School of Forestry and
Natural Resources,
University of Georgia,
Athens, GA.
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GENERAL ANNOUNCEMENTS

The Gopher Tortoise Council’s
Donna J. Heinrich Environmental Education Grant
The GTC Environmental Education Grant was established to support educators and organizations
committed to developing educational projects about the gopher tortoise and the fascinating world in
which it lives. The grant also honors Donna June Heinrich, an environmental educator, whose life was
dedicated to conserving wildlife and their associated habitats.
Deadline for 2013 applications is August 31st. Applications may be downloaded from our web site
(www.gophertortoisecouncil.org). On the left hand side of the page click “Grants Program” and scroll
down after the grants page loads. Applications which contain the following will be given preference:
· Projects that reach diverse and new audiences.
· Projects that focus on the importance of the conservation of intact upland ecosystems.
· Projects that encourage community involvement.
· Projects that have matching funds.
Please follow the instructions on the grants program page noting the requirements.
For questions contact George L. Heinrich at george@heinrichecologicalservices.com

The J. Larry Landers Student Research Award
The J. Larry Landers Student Research Award is a Gopher Tortoise Council competitive grant program for
undergraduate and graduate college students. Proposals can address research concerning gopher
tortoise biology or any other relevant aspect of upland habitat conservation and management. The
amount of the award is variable, but has averaged $1,000 over the last few years.
The proposal should be limited to four pages in length and should include a description of the project, a
concise budget, and a brief resume of the student.
This is an excellent opportunity for undergraduate and graduate students to access funding for their
projects. Grant winners are also expected to present their work at a GTC conference.
The deadline for grant proposals each year is the 15th of September. Proposals should be submitted
electronically in Word, if possible, and sent to bob.herrington@gsw.edu.

Keep track of Gopher Tortoise news and Council updates! Find us on-
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2013 Gopher Tortoise Council Annual Meeting Sponsorship
Sponsorships are becoming essential to the success of the gopher tortoise council and our annual meeting. Your financial support
demonstrates your organization’s commitment to the gopher tortoise and upland conservation. This year’s meeting will be held in Ponte
Vedra Beach, Florida on October 11-12 at the Guana Tolomato Matanzas National Estuarine Research Reserve. Sponsor a break, lunch,
dinner, or social and help us in further conserving the gopher tortoise and uplands! We have sponsorship opportunities for six breaks, two
lunches, two dinners, and one social. Please contact Rachael Sulkers at rsulkers@esinc.cc, if you are interested.
SPONSOR BENEFIT LEVELS:
WIREGRASS SPONSOR- 1 Break- $250



Signs at break table- your handouts provided at table if desired (i.e. brochures, posters)



Logo on event Sponsor Board and on “sponsors” page of program



Mention of “thanks” in GTC Newsletter, meeting program, facebook, and on GTC website

Small ad (1/4 page) in GTC Newsletter to run for 1 issue
GOPHER APPLE- 1 Lunch or 1 Dinner - $500



Signs at lunch/dinner table- your handouts provided at table if desired (i.e. brochures, posters)



Mention of “thanks” in GTC Newsletter, meeting program, facebook and on GTC website



Large add (1/2 page) in GTC Newsletter to run for 1 year (3- 4 issues)



Large logo on “sponsors” page of program and Enhanced Logo on Sponsor Board

One year complimentary membership to GTC for one person from your company/organization
PAWPAW-1 Social-$1,000



All the benefits of a GOPHER APPLE sponsor

The opportunity to host a social without doing any work

The “Tortoise Burrow” is the newsletter for the Gopher Tortoise Council. In addition to the newsletter being
permanently posted to the GTC website, the newsletter is individually emailed to the membership (approximately
350).
Our website is www.gophertortoisecouncil.org and you can also find us on facebook.
Gopher Tortoise Council is a nonprofit and tax-exempt organization (ID#59-2010727) under IRS Code Section 501(c)(3). All
contributions tax deductible.
See “Sponsorship Agreement” form-next page
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Sponsorship Agreement
Name (Individual or Business) _________________________________________________________
Address ___________________________________________________________________________
City ___________________________________________ State __________ Zip _________________
E-mail Address ____________________________ Phone Number ____________________________
Please check one of the sponsorship levels below:
____ Wiregrass Sponsor $ 250 ____ Gopher Apple Sponsor $500
____ Pawpaw Sponsor $ 1000

____Pay Now _____Pay Later (due by September 2, 2013)

Pay by: Visa _____ MasterCard _____ Check _____ (payable to the Gopher Tortoise Council)
Name as listed on Card __________________________________________________________
Card No. ____________________________________________ Exp. Date _________________

Business or Individual Name _________________________________________ hereby pledges to become a sponsor
for the Gopher Tortoise Annual Conference to be held on October 11-12, 2013 at the sponsorship level checked above.
.

Signed___________________________________________________

Gopher Tortoise Council Student Travel Award

The Gopher Tortoise Council’s student travel award was established in 2010 through the generosity of Dr. Tom
Kaplan, founder of The Orianne Society. The award is now funded through GTC membership fees and is available
to student members who present their research findings at the Annual Meeting. Two $100 awards will be given in i
2013. Eligible recipients must be traveling greater than 60 miles to this year’s meeting location (Ponte Vedra
Beach, Florida) and will be selected randomly from among those who submit applications by September 6, 2013
(this is also the deadline for abstract submissions). Notification of final awards will be made by September 20,
2013 and awards will be presented at the meeting.
To apply, please indicate in your abstract submission email that you would like to be considered for the GTC
Student Travel Award. Instructions for abstract submission, membership, and meeting details are available on the
GTC web site (www.gophertortoisecouncil.org).
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CONTRIBUTED ARTICLE

Getting the Word Out-The 2013 Rattlesnake and Wildlife Festival

Jessica and Will McGuire

For the second year in a row, the Gopher Tortoise Council was fortunate to have a booth at the 2013
Rattlesnake and Wildlife Festival in Evans County. We love getting out and interacting with the public at
this event. It is estimated that approximately 17,000 people attended this year, which translates into a
lot of people learning about the gopher tortoise. Throughout the weekend we were able to interact with
the public and dispel myths concerning the presence of gopher tortoises impacting timber harvest,
legalities of eating them, and various laws. We had constant traffic at our booth both days. We were
surrounded by other conservation groups sharing a similar message including the Orianne Society,
University of Georgia Herpetological Society, Georgia Department of Natural Resources, and Southeastern
Reptile Expo. It is our hope that this festival will continue to be a success and we will be a part of it for
years to come.
Sheldon (photo below, left) starred as our shelled GTC ambassador. Children were so smitten by Sheldon
that they colored pictures for him (photo below, center). These coloring pages are a hit with kids and
adults alike.
Outreach and education are the most important tools we have to conserve wildlife. We can’t do it alone!
Please consider helping out at an event, attending the yearly meeting, donating, or hosting an event.

Photos provided by Jess McGuire

Did you know?
The GTC display is available for educational groups and state parks to display at their events!
You can request help from GTC with your event!
The coloring pages are available for download at: http://myfwc.com/education/wildlife/gopher-tortoise/#coloring
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A Special Book...with a Special GTC Member Discount!
Reed Noss is Provost’s Distinguished Research Professor at the University of
Central Florida. He brings us an important work exploring the unique grassland
ecosystems of the Southeast-from the pine flatwoods and dry prairies of Florida
to the blackland prairies of Mississippi, and from the grassy balds of the
Southern Appalachians to the cedar glades of central Tennessee.
In elegant prose, Noss opens our eyes to the beauty and complexity of these
critically threatened places. He also outlines a way to move forward in their
conservation and offers success stories of the places already being protected and
restored.

For a limited time, Island Press is offering a special discount to GTC members of
$26.25 (plus shipping). Members can go to the Island Press websitehttp://islandpress.org/ip/books/book/islandpress/F/bo8016827.html
At checkout, enter the code 4NOSS and 25% will be taken off the cost of the
book.

Thanks to our 2012 GTC Conference Sponsor...
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Recent Research of Interest…
Long Distance Migrations, Landscape Use, and Vulnerability to Prescribed Fire of the Gopher Frog (Lithobates capito). W. Jeffrey Humphries and Michael A.
Sisson. Journal of Herpetology, 46(4):665-670. 2012.
Nest Guarding in the Gopher Tortoise (Gopherus polyphemus). A.M. Grosse, K.A. Buhlmann, B.B. Harris, B.A. DeGregorio, B.M. Moule, R. V. Horan III, and T.D.
Tuberville. Chelonian Conservation and Biology 11 (1). 2012.
Long-Term Population Dynamics of Gopher Tortoises (Gopherus polyphemus) in a Pine Plantation in Northern Florida. J.E. Diemer Berish, R.A. Kiltie, and T.M.
Thomas. Chelonian Conservation and Biology 11 (1). 2012.
Overwintering of Gopher Tortoises (Gopherus polyphemus) Translocated to the Northern Limit
of Their Geographic Range: Temperatures, Timing, and Survival. B.A. DeGregorio, K.A. Buhlmann, and T.D. Tuberville. Chelonian Conservation and Biology 11
(1). 2012.
Gopher Tortoise Hatchling Survival: Field Study and Meta-Analysis. Carolina Perez-Heydrich, Katharine Jackson, Lori D. Wendland, and Mary B. Brown.
Herpetologica 68(3):334-344. 2012.

Factors Influencing Eastern Kingsnake Diel Activity. J.M. Howze and L.L. Smith. Copeia 2012. Vol. 3: 460-464. 2012.
Dispersal of Neonate Timber Rattlesnakes (Crotalus horridus) in the Southeastern Coastal Plain. J.M. Howze, K.M. Stohlgren, E.M. Schlimm, and L.L. Smith.
Journal of Herpetology 46(3): 417-422. 2012.

Thanks to our 2012 GTC Conference Sponsor...
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PUBLIC INFORMATION AND EDUCATION

The Tortoise Burrow

Kids’ Corner

Featuring illustrations by Miranda Greenhalgh with text by Jess Gonynor McGuire
Look for the gopher tortoise in future editions! Or go to:
http://myfwc.com/education/wildlife/gopher-tortoise/#coloring

Did you know?...that pocket gophers have long sharp claws for digging tunnels underground and sharp teeth for cutting through roots?
They also have a nickname...sandy mounders...because of their habit of pushing soil up to the surface when making their tunnels (photos by
Cyndi Gates). They are fascinating mammals seldom seen above ground. Check out Ashley’s story under Student Spotlight on page 3!

Newsletter of The Gopher Tortoise Council
Directory of 2013 Gopher Tortoise Council Officers,
Committee Chairs, and State Representatives
Please view the GTC website (below) for contact information

Return Address:
Joseph W. Jones Ecological Research Center
3988 Jones Center Drive
Newton GA 39870

Co-chairs
Jennifer Howze
Rachael Sulkers
Secretary
Connie Henderson
Membership Secretary
Will Knox
Treasurer
Don Stillwaugh

State Representatives

Newsletter Editor
Cyndi Gates

Mark Bailey

Website Manager
Jessica Gonynor McGuire

Joan Berish

Alabama

Florida

Georgia

Standing Committee Chairs

Jessica Gonynor McGuire

Nominating Committee
Joan Berish

Louisiana

Public Information and Education Committee
Laura Wewerka Jewell
Upland Snake Conservation Committee
Jayme Waldron and Kimberly Andrews
Research Advisory Committee
Bob Herrington

Keri Landry
Mississippi
Tom Mann
South Carolina
Brett Moule
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