
Hi GTC members! So far, this has been a busy and productive year for gopher 

tortoise and habitat conservation! Through great cooperative efforts and 

dedication among all partners, a meeting was held in the spring to discuss a 

range-wide approach for developing Priority Areas for Conservation (PAC) for 

gopher tortoises that will focus on habitat establishment, restoration, and 

management on private and public lands. Significant progress has been 

made on this project and it will greatly assist the Natural Resource 

Conservation Service’s (NRCS) Working Lands for Wildlife Program. All states 

are continuing to work on obtaining gopher tortoise population data and 

promote habitat conservation on private and public lands. Great success has 

also been made to implement Line Transect Distance Sampling (LTDS) as a 

consistent and standardized survey methodology range-wide. Additionally, a 

Gopher Tortoise Best Management Practices for Solar Development Fact 

Sheet was also developed and distributed to aid in solar development 

projects. 

 

Next, I would like to mention that Gopher Tortoise Day events held on April 

10th in Alabama and Florida were a great success and would not have been 

possible without the help of many dedicated GTC members and volunteers. A 

huge thank you to Rachael Sulkers and Ericha Shelton-Nix for preparing 

educational materials and coordinating these events. Thank you also to 

Rachael for providing educational posters for gopher tortoise conservation 

outreach and distributing these to all states within the tortoise's range. The 

GTC Education Committee has welcomed several new members and has 

been working diligently on updating and creating educational materials for 

outreach events. The GTC Website Committee is in the process of creating a 

new website for GTC which is planned to launch this Fall. Stay tuned and 

thanks to Jen Howze and the Jones Center staff!         

 

Our annual meeting is just around the corner! Dick Franz has been working 

hard to plan a great meeting at Ravine Gardens State Park in Palatka, Florida 

on October 6-9th with an engaging agenda, social events and field trips. 

Please visit the GTC website (www.gophertortoisecouncil.org) for information 

on abstract submission, registration and lodging.  Abstract submission 

deadline is August 15th so get yours in soon!  I am excited and hope to see 

everyone there!! 

 

As my two-year term as Co-chair is nearing an end I would like to sincerely 

thank everyone, especially the GTC board members, for all of their help and 

support during my position. I am honored to have been able to serve as Co-

chair and also to keep serving as the Louisiana state representative. I plan to 

stay active with GTC in any way possible to continue to work towards 

conserving the gopher tortoise, its commensals and habitat with such an 

amazing and dedicated group of folks and organization. 

Message From a Co-Chair                                 Keri Landry 
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ANNOUNCEMENTS 

 

Call for Oral and Poster Presentation Abstracts 

2016 Annual Meeting in Palatka, Florida 

Deadline for ABSTRACTS has been extended to SEPTEMBER 1, 2016 
 

We are now accepting abstracts for oral and poster presentations.  Topics may include: studies on gopher 

tortoises and other related topics, associated species, fossils, habitat issues, and impacts of exotic 

species.  

 

Abstracts will be accepted on a first come, first served basis, since there will be limited spaces for oral 

presentations. Abstracts may be up to 200 words. Please use 12-point font size and capital letters as 

necessary. 

Oral presentations will be limited to 15 minutes (plus 5 minutes) for Student Papers, and 20 minutes 

(plus 5 minutes) for Regular Papers. Poster presentations are also welcome. Posters can be no larger 

than 36” x 48”.  

For additional submission guidelines and information please go to http://www.gophertortoisecouncil.org/

annual-meeting/  

If you have questions concerning the requested information, please contact: 

DICK FRANZ at lrfranz08@gmail.com 

LORA SMITH at lsmith@jonesctr.org 

 

2016 Annual Meeting 
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Please join us for the 38th Annual Gopher Tortoise Council Meeting 

Ravine Gardens State Park, Palatka, Florida 

October 6-9, 2016 
 

This year’s meeting marks the 38th anniversary of GTC’s founding. We will include a number of events 

that should make this gathering memorable. We have also invited some special guests who represent 

the early history of the Council. Stay tuned for more details on the meeting agenda, registration, social 

events, lodging and field trips!  

Check our website for more details at www.gophertortoisecouncil.org.    

http://www.gophertortoisecouncil.org/annual-meeting/
http://www.gophertortoisecouncil.org/annual-meeting/


Page 3 Volume 36, No. 2             

ANNOUNCEMENTS  

Don’t Forget! 

Silent Auction 

We greatly appreciate any items or donations to help us fund the Donna J. Heinrich Environmental 

Education Grants.  Please consider bringing silent auction items with you to the Thursday evening 

business meeting or to the annual meeting at Ravine Gardens State Park.   

 

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 in the 

Southeastern U.S. 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 obtain partial funding for 

their projects.  The deadline for grant proposals each year is the 15th of September.  Proposals should 

be submitted electronically in Word and sent to davidasteen@gmail.com.  

Call for Proposals 

Gopher Tortoise Council’s 
2016 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, 2016.  Applications may be downloaded from our 

web site (www.gophertortoisecouncil.org).  Under “Who We Are” 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. 

http://www.gophertortoisecouncil.org)
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Gopher Tortoise Day in Alabama! 

 
We celebrated the inaugural Gopher Tortoise Day with an outreach event on the downtown Andalusia 

square near Conecuh National Forest on April 10, 2016. Display tables featured brochures, coloring 

sheets, and tortoise-themed items designed to prompt questions and discussion of Alabama’s state 

reptile. A large display board was set up by the sidewalk where visitors could learn more about habitat 

and burrow commensals. A mock tortoise nest was set up in the sandy lawn with ping pong balls in place 

to demonstrate egg size. Council members Suzi Mersmann, Ericha Nix, and Sierra Stiles were on hand to 

share information and Tumbler, the Stiles’ education tortoise, was a huge hit with both kids and adults. 

Pictures of the event can be found on Facebook and Instagram by searching 

#alabamagophertortoiseday.   

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 2016 awards to Lora Smith at 

lsmith@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.  The first recipients for this 

award were Walter Auffenberg and Dick Franz, presented at the 2003 Annual meeting (our 25th meeting). 

 

NOMINATIONS FOR 2016 GTC AWARDS 

News and Events 

Ericha, Sierra and Suzi with 

Tumbler (foreground) 

mailto:lora.smith@jonesctr.org
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Stay tuned for… 

 Registration Information for the 38th Annual Gopher Tortoise Council Meeting 

   on our website at www.gophertortoisecouncil.org 

The Gopher Tortoise Council is pleased to announce the  

 

Robert “Bob” Herrington Student Travel Award 
 

Bob Herrington, a long time member of the Gopher Tortoise Council, who served as chair of the GTC’s J. Larry 

Landers Student Research Award Committee for more than 20 years, passed away in April 2016. Bob’s leadership 

of this important committee and service to the Council will be sorely missed.  Bob was also a professor of biology 

at Georgia Southwestern State University in Americus, Georgia, and had recently retired with 30 years of service. In 

recognition of Bob’s contributions to the Council and his dedication to teaching and student research, the 

Executive Committee has voted to rename the Council’s student travel award in his honor.  Thus, we are pleased 

to announce the 2016 Robert “Bob” Herrington Student Travel Award.  This award provides financial assistance to 

students wishing to present their research at the Annual Gopher Tortoise Council meeting.  

 

The Council’s student travel award was established in 2010 through a generous donation from Dr. Tom Kaplan, 

founder of The Orianne Society.  The award is currently funded through GTC membership fees and is available to 

student members who present their research findings at the Annual Meeting.  Students must reside greater than 

60 miles from the meeting venue to qualify.  Two $100 awards will be given in 2016.  Recipients will be selected 

randomly from among those who submit applications with abstract submissions.  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 Robert 

“Bob” Herrington Student Travel Award.  Please note your location and university affiliation.  Instructions for 

abstract submission, membership, and meeting details are available on the GTC web site 

(www.gophertortoisecouncil.org).   For additional questions contact Keri Landry at klandry@wlf.la.gov.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As Dirk Stevenson of The Orianne Society summed it up... 

 “Bob participated in most of the Orianne events  

 and was beloved by all, becoming friends with  

 a number of other members. And as you know,  

 Bob was always all smiles, a good time and  

 relaxed in the field, or any other setting” 

  

    Photo by Savannah McGuire 
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STUDENT SPOTLIGHT                                     Nicole White 

Nicole White began her graduate work at the University of Georgia in 2014 under the mentorship of Drs. 

Tracey Tuberville and Betsie Rothermel. Inspired by previous work on social and mating behavior, 

particularly by Dr. Craig Guyer and his collaborators, Nicole became interested in understanding if and 

how factors such as individual age, size, and spatial distribution influence mating and non-mating 

agonistic events. Additionally, she is looking at male reproductive success and how male mating 

strategies may influence siring success and rates of multiple paternity.  

 

Nicole’s research takes place at Archbold Biological Station (ABS) in Highlands County, FL, where a high 

density population of gopher tortoises has been the focus of long-term study. In 1968, Dr. Jim Layne 

began what is now the longest running mark-recapture program of gopher tortoises. Dr. Betsie 

Rothermel, current head of the Herpetology Program, took up the mark-recapture program when she 

joined in 2008. Under her tenure, most individuals in the main study colony have been marked and 

genotyped (in collaboration with Dr. Kelly Zamudio at Cornell University), setting up a solid foundation for 

studies into the behavioral and reproductive ecology of the gopher tortoise.  

 

To monitor the day-to-day behavioral interactions of the tortoises, Nicole used game cameras with 

infrared sensors to monitor 37 female gopher tortoises from March through September 2015, collecting 

~ 175,000 videos of tortoise behavior. Using these videos, Nicole will evaluate male mating strategies 

such as the amount of time per female a male spends courting or the frequency of a male’s visits per 

female. To assess male siring success and paternity, she collected 15 tortoise nests for parentage 

analysis in 2015. The results of the paternity analyses will be combined with the behavioral data to 

provide the first assessment of mating behavior on reproductive success in gopher tortoises. 

 

The video data have not yet been fully analyzed; however, the first round of paternity results showed 

some very interesting findings. To date there have only been two studies of paternity in the gopher 

tortoise which revealed multiple paternity in 22-50% of clutches with typically no more than two sires per 

clutch. The hatchlings of ABS, however, have a different story to tell. Multiple paternity was documented 

in 85% of clutches, with number of sires per clutch ranging from two to four.  Across all 16 clutches 

collected, 15 different males contributed to the overall offspring pool! These rates are much higher than 

previously reported rates. The next step in this study is to assess how male reproductive effort, age, and 

size influence siring success and multiple paternity rates. 

 
Male 217 takes advantage of an encounter 

between two females (798 in burrow and 1680) 

fighting at a burrow entrance and attempts to 

court them. 
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Student Spotlight continued… 

As habitat declines, individual tortoises either pack into remaining suitable habitat resulting in high 

densities or disperse leaving few individuals remaining in low densities. Previous research on gopher 

tortoises has focused on understanding the implications of low densities on tortoise reproductive 

dynamics. Nicole’s research will begin to fill in the gaps on the effect of exceptionally high densities on 

social behavior and reproductive ecology.  

 

Hatchlings from the 2015 cohort at their natal 

burrow on release day.  

Nicole is a 2014 recipient of the J. Larry Landers Student Research Award for her proposal on “Social 

Network in Female Gopher Tortoises in a Long-term Study Population at Archbold Biological Station” 

Keep track of Gopher Tortoise news and Council updates!   

            Find us on- 

Upcoming Florida workshops and habitat management funding for local governments 
Alex Kalfin, Gopher Tortoise Local Government Coordinator, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 

 
The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission’s (FWC) Gopher Tortoise Conservation program conducts a series of 

local government workshops each year during the months of July and August. August workshops will be held in: Hendry County 

(Aug. 16), Palm Beach County (Aug. 17), and the City of Sebastian (Aug. 18). July workshops were held in Walton, Citrus, 

Pasco, and Flagler Counties. The workshops are intended to promote coordination between Florida’s local governments and 

the Gopher Tortoise Conservation program. Local government coordination is particularly important to the conservation of 

gopher tortoises in Florida, as cities and counties play an important role at the local level in conserving the species. Over the 

past eight years, FWC has conducted workshops in 36 of the 67 counties in Florida with some counties hosting workshops in 

multiple years. Although the workshops are geared towards local government personnel and officials, the public is welcome to 

attend (Advanced registration is required by emailing Alex Kalfin at Alex.Kalfin@MyFWC.com).  

 

Applications for habitat management funding assistance on local government lands in Florida are being accepted until 

September 2, 2016. Application forms can be requested by sending an email to Alex Kalfin at the email address below. The 

Gopher Tortoise Habitat Management Assistance Funding (HMAF) program provides counties and municipalities in Florida 

with a reimbursement of up to $15,000 to conduct habitat management activities that improve or increase gopher tortoise 

habitat on protected lands. Last year, the program approved nine projects for management activities which included 

prescribed burns, invasive species removal, tree thinning, roller chopping and native species planting. The program has been 

in place for over seven years and has provided financial assistance for 82 projects improving 8,241 acres of gopher tortoise 

habitat on protected lands. The HMAF program helps the FWC’s Gopher Tortoise Conservation Program achieve the 

management plan objective of increasing and improving gopher tortoise habitat on public lands. For more information on the 

FWC’s Gopher Tortoise Local Government Workshops or the Habitat Management Assistance Program, please contact Alex 

Kalfin at Alex.Kalfin@MyFWC.com. 

mailto:Alex.Kalfin@MyFWC.com
mailto:Alex.Kalfin@MyFWC.com
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All about indigo snakes!  Fact Sheet by Beth Schlimm 

“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 

Recent Publications 

Dziadzio, M.C., L.L. Smith, R.B. Chandler, and S.B. Castleberry.  2016.  Effect of nest location on gopher tortoise nest survival.  

Journal of Wildlife Management DOI: 10.1002/jwmg.21116; 29 JUN 2016. 

Greene, D.U., R.A. McCleery, L.M. Wagner, and E.P. Garrison.  2016.  A comparison of four survey methods for detecting fox 

squirrels in the southeastern United States.  Journal of Fish and Wildlife Management 7: 99-106. 

Bauder, J.M., J.N. Macey, K.M. Stohlgren, A. Day, F. Snow, A. Safer, R. Redmond, J.M. Waters, M. Wallace, Sr., and D.J. 

Stevenson.  2015.  Factors influencing the display of multiple defensive behaviors in eastern indigo snakes (Drymarchon 

couperi).  Herpetological Conservation and Biology 10: 559-571. 

Smith, L.L.., M. Hinderliter, R.S. Taylor, and J.M. Howze.  2015.  Recommendation for gopher tortoise burrow buffer to avoid 

collapse from heavy equipment.  Journal of Fish and Wildlife Management 6: 456-463. 
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Kids’ Corner Be sure to check out page 8 for cool pictures of snakes-featuring the eastern indigo! 
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