
Hi GTC members! Thank you for the opportunity to be GTC’s new co
-chair. I have been closely involved with GTC for the past six years 
as an active member and as the Louisiana State Representative. I 
am honored to serve as junior co-chair and to be a part of such a 
great organization with members so dedicated to conserving the 
gopher tortoise, commensal species and upland habitats!  

I would like to welcome Ericha-Nix Shelton as the new Education 
and Outreach Committee Chair and Will Dillman as the new South 
Carolina State Representative. And a huge thanks goes to Jess 
McGuire for hosting a fantastic meeting in 2014 at Chehaw Park in 
Albany, Georgia. 

I am excited to announce that the 37th Annual Gopher Tortoise 
Council Meeting will be held for the first time in Louisiana at the 
Clarion Inn and Suites Conference Center in Covington on October 
15-18, 2015. To kick off the annual meeting, the Fall Business 
Meeting will be held on Thursday evening, October 15th, at the 
Abita Brew Pub in Abita Springs.  We’ll enjoy a crawfish boil with 
Cajun zydeco music on Friday evening, October 16th. Meeting 
details will follow soon on our website including a Call for Papers.  
Hope to see everyone in Cajun Country!  

Message From a Co-Chair                   Keri Landry     
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ANNOUNCEMENTS 

 

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.  Winners are expected to share results of their project, in oral presentation or poster format, at 
an annual GTC meeting or as a newsletter article for The Tortoise Burrow within two years of receiving the 
award. 

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. 

2015 Annual Meeting 

The Tortoise Burrow Page 2 

Please join us for the 37th Annual Gopher Tortoise 
Council Meeting 

Clarion Inn and Suites Conference Center, Covington, LA 
October 15-18, 2015 

Stay tuned for more details on our website at www.gophertortoisecouncil.org 

Keep track of Gopher Tortoise news and Council updates!   

            Find us on- 
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ANNOUNCEMENTS continued 

 
“Student Spotlight”   GTC wishes to highlight students who are actively involved in upland conservation 
projects within the gopher tortoise’s range in the GTC newsletter.  The purpose of this feature is to 
encourage greater student participation in the organization and bring recognition to students and their 
projects.  Projects pertaining to research, management, or policy will be considered.  Please submit a 
brief description of the project and any findings to date.  Submissions should be 500 words or less and 
may be accompanied by photographs. Please send to: cyndi@fgates.com 

 

 

New Florida Gopher Tortoise Sightings Interactive Map  
Did you know... the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) has a smartphone app that allows the public to 
report gopher tortoise sightings around the state. FWC’s Fish and Wildlife Research Institute's Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) section recently created a new web-based interactive map of smartphone app user-submitted photos that 
allows the public to view each sighting location on a map with photos, comments and descriptions from each sighting location! 
The public can use this new feature to see where gopher tortoises live. To download the free app and view the interactive map 
visit http://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/managed/gopher-tortoise/app/.  
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 Gopher Tortoise Council’s 
2015 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 submission of this year’s proposals is August 31st, 2015.  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 Cyndi Gates at cyndi@fgates.com. Proposals should be submitted to the same email 
address. 

Every year, the GTC board recognizes significant contributions of those within the Council and larger community for 
contributions to our mission of education and conservation of gopher tortoises and their upland habitat through special 
awards (described below) presented at our annual meeting.  Please send nominations for 2015 awards to 
lora.smith@jonesctr.org.  We ask that you provide a little background as to why you think this individual is deserving of a 
particular award along with your nomination.  Thank you for your help! 

Gopher Tortoise Council Awards 

Distinguished Service Award- presented to those who have consistently offered years of service to the Council.  

 

Lifetime Service Award- presented to individuals whose have devoted a career to service of the Council. 

 

Special Project(s) Award- presented to individuals who have taken the lead or played a major role in special GTC 
projects.   

 

Conservation Education Award- given to individuals who have contributed to significant education and outreach 
activities relevant to conservation of tortoises and upland habitats.  Candidates may be outside the realm of GTC. 

 

Auffenberg and Franz Conservation Award – presented to individuals with life-time accomplishments and 
organizations with long-term efforts in conserving gopher tortoises and upland ecosystems. We should think broadly in 
choosing recipients for this award.  The first recipients for this award were Walter Auffenberg and Dick Franz, 
presented at the 2003 Annual meeting (our 25th meeting). 

NOMINATIONS FOR 2015 GTC AWARDS 
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Saturday, May 3rd dawned bright and cheery … only, it didn’t.  Instead, it dawned gray and rainy…really 
rainy!  May 3rd was the day slated for Pasco County, Florida’s first-ever Gopher Tortoise Gala.  The NOAA 
weather report stated, “May 2-3, 2014 Heavy Rain Event. A slow-moving frontal boundary over west-
central and southwest Florida producing areas of flooding rainfall…” and a flood watch was issued.  With 
invitations having been sent to 500 neighbors of the Upper Cotee Preserve and 45 nearby businesses, 
cancellation was not an option.  Visiting the preserve didn’t turn out to be much of an option either with 
only two hardy souls braving the deluge and puddles. 

Fast-forward five months:  Saturday, September 27 did dawn bright and cheery.   We had plastered the 
area with fliers, gotten on the newspaper’s community calendar, and used social media.  This time, 23 
visitors came to learn about and celebrate gopher tortoises.  All expressed great interest and actively 
participated in the sandhill hike (Figure 1), the family crafts (Figures 2 and 3), and the “does it support 
tortoises or humans?” scent-guessing game (Figure 4). 

 

 

 

FEATURE ARTICLES 

Check out these articles submitted by two winners of last year’s Donna J. Heinrich Environmental 
Education Grant ... 

The Gopher Tortoise-Heart of the Sandhills   submitted by Katie MacMillen 

Figure 1.  Hikers at Gopher Tortoise Gala in Pasco County, Florida 

The central goal of our project to educate a 
demographic subset in the area around the 
Upper Cotee Preserve was partially met.  
Although the 23 visitors to the second Gopher 
Tortoise Gala fell short of our  goal to engage 
more participants, we did reach two 
unforeseen audiences including three local 
Boy Scout troops (earning their nature badge) 
at the Upper Cotee and a group of Pasco 
County stormwater inspectors.   

Figure 2.  Gopher 
tortoise craft 

Figure 3.  Mom and daughter work on tortoise craft 

Continued on page 6 
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The Gopher Tortoise-Heart of the Sandhills continued... 

Our audience will be greatly increased in April 2015 when our community-wide Earth Day celebration will 
focus on gopher tortoises.  We are also very pleased to be partnering with 3rd graders at Gulf Trace 
Elementary, linking plants and wildlife.  In May 2015 we will demonstrate what makes up gopher tortoise 
habitat to 150 students who will then plant and tend gopher tortoise forage plants with the option to 
replant them in suitable sites.  We’re looking forward to spreading the word … and seeds! 

 

 

Figure 4.  Participant in the  “does it 
support tortoises or humans?” scent-
guessing game  

Katie MacMillen is a Biological Technician with the Pasco 
County Environmental Lands program in Florida 

The Gopher Tortoise Burrow Project at Chinsegut Conservation Center  
submi ed by Pamela Murfey 

Chinsegut Conservation Center is an integral part of the Chinsegut Wildlife and Environmental Area 
managed by the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC). The Center focuses on 
providing wildlife conservation education and outdoor skills programs for a diversity of Florida residents 
and visitors. Chinsegut Conservation Center lies on the Brooksville Ridge, an area dominated by native 
sandhill communities where many gopher tortoises make their home. The Gopher Tortoise Burrow project 
was implemented to enhance our wildlife conservation education programs and to provide an interactive 
exploration of the gopher tortoise’s life. 

We partnered with Charles Austin Tincher of Boy Scout Troop 453 of Hernando County to build the 
Gopher Tortoise Burrow as his Eagle Scout project. The burrow design came from FWC’s Division of 
Habitat and Species Conservation Gopher Tortoise Conservation section. The tunnel is constructed of 
PVC covered in burlap and held in place with Velcro. 

Austin and his team successfully completed the Gopher Tortoise Burrow project which they debuted at 
the “Mystery of the Sandhill” event on Saturday, March 22, 2014, held in conjunction with the 2014 
Nature Coast Birding and Wildlife Festival of Hernando, Citrus, and Pasco counties (Figure 1).  

The gopher tortoise tunnel provides an interactive, human-size burrow activity for young children to learn 
about the life of a gopher tortoise, its habitat, and the commensal species dependant on them while  

Continued on page 7 
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experiencing what it is like to live in a burrow. The plants and commensal animals enhance the tunnel 
connecting the importance of a gopher tortoise to 350 commensal species (Figure 2).  

 

 

The Gopher Tortoise Burrow Project at Chinsegut continued... 

Figure 1.  Festival participant checking out burrow Figure 2.  Tortoise burrow and “commensals” 

We have reached over 250 children and adults  through our Conservation Adventures Summer Day 
Camp, Hernando County Extension 4-H insect camp, Children in the Wild program for children 3 -7 years, 
and two Gopher Tortoise programs for preschool age children. 

The Gopher Tortoise Burrow has become an integral part of our wildlife conservation education programs 
and will continue to provide an interactive experience for our visitors.  We thank the Gopher Tortoise 
Council for sponsoring our grant proposal. 

 Pam Murfey recently retired from her position as Coordinator of the Chinsegut Conservation Center 

GTC Needs You! 

Volunteers for Public Information and Education Committee 

Outreach and education concerning the gopher tortoise and upland conservation are essential to GTC’s 
mission.  Please consider serving on the Public Information and Education Committee-you can play a role 
in developing and distributing educational materials, representing GTC at various events and festivals, 
and helping disseminate information on projects throughout the gopher tortoise’s range including the 
environmental education grant program. 

A big thank you to our current and new volunteers.  Don’t worry-we haven’t forgotten about you!  As the 
education committee reorganizes under new leadership you will be contacted soon. 

Please contact our new education chair, Ericha Shelton-Nix, at ericha.shelton-nix@dcnr.alabama.gov.  

We look forward to hearing from you! 
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FEATURE ARTICLE              

A Layman’s Perspective on the Life and Times of the Gopher Tortoise-1909 
An excerpt from the Escambia County Historical Society Newsletter  

 



Page 9 Volume 35, No. 1 

Student Spotlight 

Head-starting to enhance gopher tortoise populations at Yuchi Wildlife Management Area 
by Daniel Quinn 

Gopher tortoise populations face a variety of threats throughout their range.  Mitigation of these threats 
is often the first step in population recovery.  However, if a population has been thoroughly depleted, 
then threat mitigation may not be sufficient on its own to reverse declines.  Instead, augmenting 
populations by artificially boosting population size may become necessary as well.   

The Minimum Viable Population (MVP) report published by the GTC in 2013 determined that a population 
should reach a minimum of 250 adult tortoises on suitable habitat to ensure long-term viability. 
Populations below this threshold may be candidates for augmentation so long as threats have been 
mitigated and land managed for suitable habitat. Even in Georgia, one of the species’ strongholds, many 
populations fail to reach this number.  While it would be ideal to simply add more adult tortoises to a 
population, obtaining them without affecting viability of the donor site is often impractical.  The 
unpredictable availability of adults can also make it challenging to implement planned conservation 
measures. 

Hatchlings, when collected as eggs from robust donor populations, may offer a more practical source of 
individuals; however, natural mortality in gopher tortoises is often highest in the hatchling size 
demographic.  Head-starting hatchlings in captivity to larger size classes (usually that of two- or three -
year-old juveniles) may increase efficacy of augmenting populations with young tortoises (Figure 1). Head
-starting remains largely untested in this species so to assess this method, the University of Georgia’s 
Savannah River Ecology Lab (SREL) is working with the university’s Warnell School of Forestry and 
Natural Resources, Georgia Dept. of Natural Resources, Reed Bingham State Park, and the St. 
Catherines Island Foundation.  Using hatchlings produced from stable donor populations, we are head-
starting and releasing tortoises at the Yuchi Wildlife Management Area (YWMA) in Burke County, Georgia, 
and monitoring their performance. 

 

Figure 1.  Tortoise hatchling for head-
starting 

Photos by Daniel Quinn 

As part of a pilot study, we released 12 head-start tortoises 
in 2014 from St. Catherines Island, Georgia, at the YWMA 
and radio-tracked them from July to winter dormancy.  Our 
objective was to evaluate head-start performance as 
measured by site fidelity and survivorship after release. 
Four tortoises were depredated early in the study but the 
remaining eight survived to winter dormancy (67% 
survivorship).  Surviving tortoises moved an average of 63 
meters with none traveling more than 120 meters from the 
release site.  We suggest that our pilot data shows promise 
for head-starting but warrants further research. To do this, 
we have now hatched 144 of 157 eggs (92% hatch 
success) for the second cohort to be released in the 
summer of 2015 (Figure 2).  This cohort is now being  

Continued on page 10 
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reared on St. Catherines Island and at the SREL in Aiken, SC (Figure 3).  This larger sample size will help 
us obtain a more precise estimate of head-start survival and site fidelity at our recipient site.  We hope 
this data will allow us to accurately model the potential impact that head-starting could have to help 
augment the depleted population at YWMA. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Head-starting to enhance gopher tortoise populations continued... 

Figure 2.  Second cohort to be released at 
St. Catherines 

 

Daniel is working toward his Master’s degree at the University 
of Georgia’s Warnell School of Forestry and Natural Resources. 

He is a 2014 recipient of the J. Larry Landers Research Award. 
Figure 3.  Rearing set-up for hatchlings 
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Recent Publications 

 

Jacobson, E.R., M.B. Brown, L.D. Wendland, D.R. Brown, P.A. Klein, M.M. Christopher and K.H. Berry.  2014.  
Mycoplasmosis and upper respiratory tract disease of tortoises: A review and update.  Veterinary Journal 201: 
257-264. 

 

Berry, K.H., A.A. Coble, J.L. Yee, J.S. Mack, W.M. Perry, K.M. Anderson and M.B. Brown.  2015.  Distance to human 
populations influences epidemiology of respiratory disease in desert tortoises.  J. Wildl. Manage. 79: 122-136. 

 

  Catano, C.P. and I.J. Stout. 2015. Functional relationships reveal keystone effects of the gopher tortoise on    
vertebrate diversity in a longleaf pine savanna. Biodiversity & Conservation doi:10.1007/s10531-015-0920-x     

Check out the facts on the eastern diamondback below-informational sheet created by Beth Schlimm 



 
Reprint Policy: Articles, photographs 
or opinions that appear in The 
Tortoise Burrow may be reprinted 
with the written consent of the editor 
and GTC Co-chairs. 

The GTC reserves the right to approve 
editorial changes prior to reprinting 
and requests that reprints credit The 
Tortoise Burrow, Newsletter of the 
Gopher Tortoise Council. 
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The Tortoise Burrow is published in  
April, August, and December. 
Deadlines for submission of 
announcements and articles are the 
10th of the preceding month. Send 
materials to the editor:  

Cyndi Gates 

cyndi@fgates.com 

Decisions concerning publication of 
submitted material rest with the editor 
and co-chairs.  

http://www.gophertortoisecouncil.org 
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Directory of 2015 Gopher Tortoise Council Officers,  
Committee Chairs, and State Representatives 
Please view the GTC website (below) for contact information 
 
Co-chairs 
Jess Gonynor McGuire 

Keri Landry 

Secretary 
Connie Henderson 

Membership Secretary 
Will Knox 

Treasurer 
Don Stillwaugh 

Newsletter Editor 
Cyndi Gates 

Website Manager 
Jessica Gonynor McGuire 
 

Standing Committee Chairs 
 
Nominating Committee 
Sharon Hermann 

Public Information and Education Committee 
Ericha Shelton-Nix 

Upland Snake Conservation Committee 
Jen Howze 

Research Advisory Committee 
Bob Herrington 

State Representatives 

Alabama 

Jim Godwin 

Florida 

Deborah Burr 

Georgia 

Jen Howze 

Louisiana 

Keri Landry 

Mississippi 

Tom Mann 

South Carolina 

Will Dillman 

Return Address: 

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


