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Here we are halfway through the year and that means most of us are deep into our
field seasons! That also means the 41st Annual Gopher Tortoise Council Meeting is
right around the corner! We have moved the meeting time from October to
November with hopes of avoiding hurricane threats. With that said, I am happy to
announce that the 2019 meeting will take place November 15-17, 2019 in Gulf
Shores, Alabama at the beautiful Lodge at Gulf State Park. This is a brand-new
venue situated on the beach of Alabama’s beautiful Gulf Coast.
This year’s theme is “Thinking outside the burrow: Conserving the iconic gopher
tortoise through partnerships, habitat management and research”. We all know it
takes many partners to conserve a species. These partnerships combine resources
and funding to focalize conservation efforts, resulting in conservation actions for the
many species associated with open pine habitats. Without these partnerships, we
would not be as successful in completing the needed “boots on the ground” work
including habitat restoration, gopher tortoise surveys, or be able to chip away at
some of our data gaps. Partnerships, big or small, are vital to being successful in
conserving a species.
The weather should be quite enjoyable during our November meeting. Presentations
are planned for Friday and Saturday, but there are plenty of opportunities to have
fun and soak in the Gulf Shores surroundings. There will be a social Friday evening
at Big Wave Dave’s where we will relax, listen to a live band, and enjoy the beachy
laid-back atmosphere. The GTC business meeting will be held on Saturday before
lunch and once the afternoon presentations are completed, we will have our poster
session and awards banquet. Sunday, we hope you stay to partake in the field trip
as November is a beautiful time of year to experience one of Alabama’s most
treasured gems - Gulf State Park! We hope you will join Gulf State Park’s Naturalist,
Kelly Reetz and Division of Wildlife and Freshwater Fisheries Wildlife Biologist Roger
Clay, for a guided leisurely 7-mile bike ride on paved trails to learn about the park,
Native American history, and the many wildlife species that call this area home. Preregistration is REQUIRED as space is limited.
As mentioned, we need partnerships to help conserve our wildlife resources. To
meet GTC’s mission, we need these partnerships within our own organization. The
GTC Education Committee is now actively recruiting volunteers to serve as GTC
representatives to provide information at various events occurring throughout the
gopher tortoise’s range. Consider becoming a GTC volunteer/representative and
sharing your passion for gopher tortoises and their habitat! Our goal is to make our
volunteers as prepared as possible so that we bring awareness about gopher
tortoises to the forefront and that you, the volunteer, have an enjoyable experience.
It is important for us as an organization to invest in our volunteers. Therefore, a
special session on Saturday during lunch (on-site) has been planned to provide
training and materials to members interested in participating in outreach events on
Continued on next page...
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Message From a Co-Chair continued...
behalf of GTC. There is a small registration fee to help cover lunch costs, and pre-registration is required. Your
success is GTC's success! If any of you have fabulous field finds you are willing to donate to GTC, we ask that you
bring them to the annual meeting to aid our education initiative. We are preparing “outreach-ready bins” that will
have everything a volunteer needs to attend an event on behalf of GTC including interactive items. Examples of
items we are looking for include large longleaf pine cones, skulls/skeletons, snake sheds, vertebrae, or other
nature-oriented items.
I will close with these final thoughts… Stay tuned to the GTC website for meeting details, register early to take
advantage of the reduced early-bird meeting registration cost, keep an eye out for the codes for booking your
lodging so that you get the reduced room rate, and lastly, book your room EARLY as Gulf Shores is a popular
destination all year long! We hope you will join us for yet another informative and action-packed meeting! Bye for
now!
— Ericha

ANNOUNCEMENTS
Registration is open for the Annual Meeting to be held November 15-17, 2019, at the
Lodge at Gulf State Park, Gulf Shores, Alabama!
Registration costs include on-site refreshment breaks, Friday night social (dinner + 2 drink tickets for
beer/wine; a cash bar will also be available), and Sunday field trip. Registration options are as follows:

Early-bird (through Oct. 28)
• Student $90.00 ($105.00 including membership)
• Professional $140.00 ($165.00 including
membership)
Regular (after Oct. 28)
• Student $115.00 ($130.00 including membership)
• Professional $160.00 ($185.00 including
membership)
Saturday, November 16th Poster Session & Awards Dinner (The Lodge at Gulf State Park) $25.00 – includes
dinner and 1-hour open bar (after which a cash bar will be available).

Don’t forget to renew your membership or become a member of GTC!
You can renew with your registration for the annual meeting.
See http://www.gophertortoisecouncil.org/support/
Continued on next page...
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ANNOUNCEMENTS continued

GTC Volunteer Training special session on Saturday, November 16th (during lunch) $5.00
GTC Education Committee is actively seeking volunteers who are interested in sharing their passion for the gopher
tortoise with others. We are offering a special session to train interested volunteers to participate in outreach
events on behalf of GTC. Pre-registration is mandatory. There is a small $5.00 registration cost to help cover lunch.
Looking for more information? See page 4 of this newsletter or visit GopherTortoiseCouncil.org.

Lodging
Visit Hilton.com to reserve on-site lodging at The Lodge at Gulf State Park. The Lodge at Gulf State Park will fill up
fast, so book early!
The Lodge at Gulf State Park is a Hilton property for
those who are Hilton Honors members. We
obtained a reduced room rate of $125 per night
(plus taxes and fees). The Lodge at Gulf State Park
will honor the reduced room rate 2 days prior to the
meeting and 2 days after the meeting for those
who want to increase their stay at the beautiful
Alabama coast.

Abstracts
The deadline for submitting abstracts for oral and poster presentations is September 30th. For
more information, please visit our website at GopherTortoiseCouncil.org/annual-meeting/.

Conference T-shirts
This year, we are working with an online vendor to offer a selection of customized t-shirts. The vendor will ship
directly to purchasers prior to the meeting; all proceeds will be donated to GTC. Ordering details will be available
soon! For more information, contact Ericha Nix, GTC Co-chair and host for this year’s meeting (334-2423862; ericha.shelton-nix@dcnr.alabama.gov).

Silent Auction - 41st Annual GTC Meeting
Our silent auction at the Annual Meeting supports the GTC Donna J. Heinrich Environmental Education Grants!
Please bring donated items with you to the meeting. Can’t attend? Contact us for shipping information. Please
email Tyler Burgener at tburgener@alabamawildlife.org for more information.

For additional details about the annual meeting including
registration, lodging, and t-shirts, please visit our website:
GopherTortoiseCouncil.org, or follow us on Facebook.
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ANNOUNCEMENTS continued

Call for Nominations for the 2019 Gopher Tortoise Council Service Awards
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
service awards (described below) presented at our annual meeting. Please send nominations for awards to
lora.smith@jonesctr.org by September 14, 2019. We ask that you provide background as to why you think an
individual is deserving of a particular award along with your nomination. Thank you for your help!
Distinguished Service Award - presented to those who have consistently offered years of service to the Council.
Lifetime Service Award - presented to individuals who 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.
Includes a $250 cash award.
Auffenberg and Franz Conservation Award - presented to individuals with lifetime 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).

GTC Volunteer Training Opportunity
The GTC Education Committee is actively recruiting volunteers to serve as GTC representatives
at outreach and education events throughout the gopher tortoise’s range. We are seeking
individuals who are reliable and passionate about conserving gopher tortoises, their habitat,
and other species that share this habitat. Materials, supplies and training needed to perform
as a confident GTC volunteer will be provided during a special training session offered at the
2019 annual GTC meeting in Gulf Shores, AL. Can’t make the meeting, but still want to
volunteer? We can send you our training materials and provide either a one-on-one training or
a group training near you!
Consider becoming a GTC volunteer and sharing your
passion for gopher tortoises and their habitat with others.
GTC’s goal is to prepare our volunteers to increase gopher
tortoise awareness and that you, the volunteer, have an
enjoyable experience. Your success is GTC's success!

“It is important for us to invest in our volunteers.
Confident and knowledgeable volunteers help the
Gopher Tortoise Council meet our mission,”
- Ericha Nix, 2019 GTC Co-chair

How to Register: REGISTRATION IS REQUIRED FOR THIS VOLUNTEER TRAINING! Please plan to join us for the 41st
Annual Gopher Tortoise Meeting at Gulf Shores, AL, November 15-17th, 2019. The Education Committee will
provide training to those individuals who want to become volunteers on Friday November 15th during the scheduled
lunch time. The specific meeting location will be announced during the morning session. You can register for this
event along with your meeting registration by visiting GTC’s website: GopherTortoiseCouncil.org/annual-meeting/.
There is a small $5.00 registration charge to help cover lunch. We ask that only those individuals who are
committed, reliable, and enjoy working with the public register for this great opportunity. Registration is required so
that we can provide volunteers with the proper amount of supplies and materials.
For more information contact Jessica McGuire or Rachael Sulkers, Education Committee Co-Chairs at
jmcguire@quailforever.org or rsulkers@hhnt.com. We are excited about this opportunity and looking forward to
meeting and working with you in the future!
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ANNOUNCEMENTS continued

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, 2019. Visit the Grant Program page of our
website for more information.

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.

The J. Larry Landers Student Research Award
The J. Larry Landers Student Research Award is a GTC competitive grant program for undergraduate and graduate
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 include a description of the project, a
concise budget, requested grant amount, and a brief resume of the student. This is an excellent opportunity for
undergraduate and graduate students to access funding for their projects!
The deadline for grant proposals each year is the 30th of September. Proposals should be submitted electronically
in a Microsoft Word document to Jeff Goessling at jeff.goessling@gmail.com. For more information, visit our
website at gophertortoisecouncil.org/grant-programs.

GTC Student Awards
Student Presentation Awards are given for the top three student oral presentations at the annual meeting. Please
indicate clearly in your abstract if you are an undergraduate or graduate student so that you can be considered for
this award. Contact Lora Smith at lora.smith@jonesctr.org if you have any questions.
Bob Herrington Student Travel Grants will be available and 2-3 grants ($100 each) will be randomly selected
among students who travel >60 miles to attend the meeting. Students must be presenting an oral or poster
presentation. If interested, please email Jeff Goessling at jeff.goessling@gmail.com by September 30th and
include your current university affiliation.
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Interview conducted by Bradley O’Hanlon

An Interview with a Herpetologist featuring Dick Franz
Gopher Tortoise Council (GTC): You were one of the founding members of the
Gopher Tortoise Council. Can you share a story of how GTC came to be?
Dick Franz (DF): The GTC was organized as a result of Walter Auffenberg's
concern for the long-term survival of the unique gopher tortoise. It began with
him being invited as the keynote speaker for the newly-formed Desert
Tortoise Council (DTC). He brought back from this Nevada meeting such
great enthusiasm about the DTC organization. He returned to Gainesville
espousing from every pore… A possible solution to his growing concerns
about the future of our local gopher tortoises.
Walt brought home with him the pertinent DTC organizational documents to
guide us in forming our own Gopher Tortoise Council. He and I had spent
several years prior to his “enlightenment” surveying the status of the gopher
tortoises in the Southeast (a paper that became popularly known simply as
Auffenberg and Franz). Our conclusions were that if no actions were taken to
conserve the gopher tortoise, it would be extinct by the year 2000.
Back to my story. Unfortunately, Rhoda Bryant, editor of the Florida State
Museum's scientific journal at the time, and I were the first to walk into his
office his first morning back. We knew at once we were in TROUBLE.

Dick Franz. Photo provided by
Melanie Franz.

His arrival back from the desert tortoise meeting in Nevada coincided with the first annual All Florida Herp
Meeting, organized by Ray Ashton, which was being held on the campus of the University of Florida. Walt was to
give the keynote address on Komodo dragons. He STARTED his Komodo talk... but then stopped mid-sentence...
He announced that he was NOT going to talk about dragons but about our endangered gopher tortoise. You know
the rest of the story... That was 41 years ago.
GTC: The annual GTC meeting is a highlight for many people. Can you share a memory from a previous meeting?
DF: My favorite meeting was one on the Auburn campus, maybe 1980, the first to be held away from Gainesville.
Organized by Bob Mount and George Folkerts, it attracted biologists from across the Southeast, many of which
became my long-term colleagues and friends. And my greatest thrill... There, sitting next to me, a very young and
excited Auburn graduate student by the name of Joan (Diemer) Berish. She had just accepted the gopher
tortoise position with Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission. This occasion marked the first real
step in gopher tortoise conservation. It meant that the word was out there about the tortoise's plight.
GTC: What were your first natural experiences in the Southeast? Can you share a few thoughts of your early caving
days and of anyone who provided a nudge or mentorship that started your focus on wildlife biology?

DF: I grew up in Baltimore City... A lot of people and concrete. I attended a huge all-male high school, a place
called Baltimore City College. There, I met a biology teacher, John E. Cooper. John was a researcher, natural
historian, and my mentor. He founded the high school herpetology club where we met for weekly presentations
and attended weekend field trips to remote parts of Maryland. He also brought me and other students to Florida
over school breaks to chase herps. He knew lots of herpetologists, was a caver, and later a specialist on blind
white cave organisms. He introduced me to Wilfred T. Neill, Duke Campbell, Al Holman, Ross Allen, Archie Carr,
and many other eastern biologists. That was something for a city kid at 15 years old, who loved herps and snake
hunting. John took me to my first cave, Medfords Cave in Marion County, Florida. He introduced me to cave
crayfishes. My path followed his....

Continued on next page...
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An Interview with a Herpetologist continued...
GTC: You have mentioned that your interest in tortoises has never waned. What was the first formative experience
that you had with a tortoise?
DF: I had gopher tortoises as pets when I lived and taught high school in Maryland. But my first real experience
was when I joined the faculty at the University of Florida. Walt took me to his field sites in Alachua County, where
he had been marking tortoises for years. Of course, I was the grunt... Helping to check bucket traps and mark
animals. From there, he invited me to join him in the now notorious Auffenberg and Franz study. Later Sam R.
Telford, a reptilian parasitologist, awakened in me interest in the ecology of tortoise roundworms (oxyurid
nematodes). But that is another story....
GTC: You have done quite a lot of work with fossil tortoises including work in the Caribbean, Florida, and Nebraska.
Have any discoveries left you momentarily speechless when you realized what you were looking at?

DF: Walt was thoroughly into tortoise fossils. He worked
with them in the Bahamas and Caribbean, as well as in
Florida, Mexico, and the Southwest. He also described new
species from South America and Florida. I had worked with
him at the famous fossil site known as Thomas Farm, and
other Florida sites. When Walt was passing, I would sit with
him and his son, Kurt, and talk fossils. He knew he would
not finish any more of his long-term projects. He asked me
if I would follow up... And I did. I started visiting and
collecting tortoises from the White River bed of
northwestern Nebraska, including the oldest known gopher
tortoise (Oligopherus). This led me to gopher fossils in the
Southwest, South Carolina, and back to Florida and
Thomas Farm.
GTC: What advice do you have for younger members of the
council who are just beginning their careers in conservation?

Carapace of an undescribed species of gopher tortoise
(genus Gopherus) from east Arizona, about 2.7 million
years old. Photo provided by Dick Franz.

DF: Find yourself a mentor...
GTC: It’s always a challenge to wrap up a short interview since there are many more questions that should be
asked than time allows. So, this interview will end with a blank check. The final moments are yours to share any
tortoise or GTC musings that are on your mind.
DF: I am totally consumed by fossil tortoises and the stories that they are
revealing. I am most excited with tortoise fossils coming from water-filled
sinkholes in the Bahamas and West Indies. These tortoises are so well
preserved that we, not only are able to date them accurately, but also to
obtain ancient DNA. One of the most exciting DNA discoveries is that the
South American clade of tortoises (genus Chelonoidis) (also the
Galapagos and Bahamian tortoises) is closely related to the African spur
tortoise (Geochelone sulcata). They floated from Africa on westwardflowing currents, to southern South America in the Oligocene or early
Miocene, following the same routes that brought monkeys and rodents
from Africa to South America.
Plastron of an undescribed fossil tortoise species from the Turks and Caicos
Islands, about 800 years old. This species is an extinct member of the genus
Chelonoidis, and related to the living Chaco tortoise of southern South America
and Galapagos Tortoise. Photo provided by Dick Franz.
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By Lora Smith

In Appreciation of Dick Franz
Dick Franz is a founding member of the Gopher Tortoise Council and the
impact of his 35+ years of leadership in the conservation of the gopher
tortoise and upland habitats in the Southeast is immeasurable. In the
early years (1978), Dick served as secretary of the Council and was a
driving force in our first annual meeting, which was held in conjunction
with the All Florida Herpetology Conference on November 10, 1979 at the
Florida Museum of Natural History in Gainesville, Florida. At the time, Dick
was doing graduate studies with Walter Auffenberg in the Department of
Zoology at the University of Florida. In 1982, he and Walter published the
results of their assessment of the status of the gopher tortoise addressing
concerns about dramatic population declines (Auffenberg, W., & Franz, R.
1982. The status and distribution of the gopher tortoise (Gopherus
polyphemus). Pp. 95–126. In: US Fish and Wildlife Service, Wildlife
Research Report, 12). This seminal paper described the status and
threats to populations across the range and provided support for state
and federal protection of the species. The paper also contains detailed
information on tortoise population density and habitat use, and has been
cited more than 300 times.

Dick Franz with David Steadman, a friend and
colleague, at the Florida Museum of Natural History in
Gainesville, Florida. Photo provided by Melanie Franz.

Dick Franz trekking through a swamp.
Photo provided by Melanie Franz.

As a “Life” member of the Council Dick has served many
other roles including editor of the popular, and frequentlycited, GTC Conference Proceedings (1980-1983), reviewer
of JLL Student Research Award proposals, co-author of our
educational brochure, Gopher Tortoise: A species in
decline, and most recently, he served as Co-Chair and
hosted the 2016 annual meeting in Palatka, Florida (for
those of you who are paying attention, the 2016 meeting
was held in January 2017 due to Hurricane Matthew!). But
perhaps Dick’s greatest contribution to the Council is his
mentorship. Dick recruited many of us into the Council and
has been a quiet but steady voice of reason regarding our
role in supporting research-based education and outreach.
His broad interests, which range from plants to animals to
fossils, led to our broad focus on conservation of
Southeastern upland habitats, for which the tortoise is a
natural flagship. In short, his often humble leadership has
been a key factor in the success of our organization for
more than 40 years- so a HUGE thank you, Dick!

“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 include photographs. Please send to:
Michelina.Dziadzio@MyFWC.com.
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Bill Hawthorne, Jorge Lopez-Perez, and Owen Edwards

Over the past two years, numerous Eckerd College undergraduate students have participated in markrecapture surveys of gopher tortoises in Florida and Alabama under the supervision of Dr. Jeff Goessling, an
Assistant Professor at Eckerd. Of specific mention are three students, Bill, Jorge, and Owen, who have had the
opportunity to perform summer fieldwork in Conecuh National Forest, Alabama, continuing with markrecapture studies that were initiated in 1991 by Dr. Craig Guyer, Professor Emeritus, Auburn University.
At Conecuh National Forest, burrow censuses are performed to locate active burrows where tortoises are
subsequently trapped. Morphometric data and blood samples are collected from each individual for later
analyses. In addition to the Conecuh study, these students are also involved in a similar mark-recapture study
of the tortoise population within Boyd Hill Nature Preserve in the heart of St. Petersburg, Florida. At this site,
tortoises demonstrate what is sometimes referred to as “The Jimmy Buffett Effect”, where tortoises seem
unresponsive to human presence, and thus the researchers are able to freely process tortoises without the
use of traps. This behavior is bizarre when compared to their Southern Alabama counterparts, who are not
seen unless trapped.
The effect of environmental stressors on demography and physiology of these animals is not well understood.
Using various analytic tools and assays, these students are comparing the populations of tortoises at both
sites to understand multiple environmental effects. At sites within Conecuh National Forest, anthropogenic
stressors are very low, gene flow is present, and tortoises are also smaller than in the core of their
distribution. At Boyd Hill Nature Preserve, tortoises are larger yet isolated to an area less than 245 acres with
little to no gene flow from outside this site. Having access to these various tortoise populations at the core
and periphery of the species’ range provides opportunities for demographic research across numerous
gradients. Exploring these relationships may inform future conservation efforts.
In their own words…
Field work like this allows us to participate in primary research as undergraduate students, where we learn
valuable lessons in conservation biology, ecology, and molecular biology. At a fundamental level, this means
mastering the basic principles and concepts of biology and related fields, learning about new discoveries, and
engaging in scientific research. More broadly, this means developing skill sets and learning about
methodological approaches to studying animals both in the laboratory and in the field. Through the ongoing
mark-recapture study, we have all gained well-established techniques and skills in both field and lab work.
This includes taking blood samples, making blood smears, using burrow scopes, safely trapping gopher
tortoises, inserting PIT tags, etc. As we continue our
journey through the biology program at Eckerd College,
we know more than ever that we want to be
professional biologists and study the ecology and
behavior of reptiles and amphibians.

Bill, Jorge, Dr. Craig Guyer, and Owen at a study site
in Conecuh National Forest proudly displaying
tortoise burrow commensal insect traps used for a
side project while trapping tortoises at the site. Photo
provided by Jeff Goessling.

Continued on next page...
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Student Spotlight continued...
Jorge Lopez-Perez — My name is Jorge Lopez-Perez and I am currently finishing my bachelor’s degree in Biology at
Eckerd College. Most of my research experience and interests over the past two years have centered around
gopher tortoise ecology. Bill Hawthorne and I were offered the opportunity to work with Drs. Jeff Goessling and
Craig Guyer trapping tortoises in Conecuh National Forest and establishing a long-term mark-recapture study at
Boyd Hill Nature Preserve in Saint Petersburg. This work was an eye-opening experience for me. It introduced me to
amazing southeastern ecology, and created a drive within me to learn as much as I could about ecology and
physiology. Working on this project was a huge step in my development as a researcher and I am very grateful to be
involved in the world of tortoise research and conservation.
Bill Hawthorne — My name is Bill Hawthorne. I am a Junior at Eckerd College, and I have been fortunate enough to
participate in gopher tortoise research for the past two years. Last summer, Dr. Jeff Goessling, Jorge, and I began a
long-term demographic study of gopher tortoises at Boyd Hill Nature Preserve, Florida, and continued a long-term
study in the Conecuh National Forest, Alabama. This year, I have continued my work at Boyd Hill and was fortunate
enough to spend a second summer in the Conecuh continuing to do the work I love most. My time spent in the lab
and field has helped me uncover my passion for biology and research.
Owen Edwards — My name is Owen Edwards, and I am a biology major at Eckerd College. As an undergraduate
student, I have come to appreciate the value of coursework and scientific research in understanding and
interpreting the natural world. I am currently serving as a research assistant under the supervision of Dr. Jeff
Goessling. His research program addresses the population biology of turtles with a keen focus on physiological
stress in gopher tortoises. During my involvement in the project, I have gained valuable experience related to turtle
identification in the field, collecting and recording life history data, and data analysis. My involvement at Boyd Hill
Nature preserve and this span of experience has led me with the opportunity to work with gopher tortoises at
Conecuh National Forest, Alabama.
To learn more about this ongoing research, please check out https://goesslinglab.eckerd.edu/.

Recent Research Citations
Below are a few recently published articles pertaining to gopher tortoises and upland communities in the
southeast! Looking for more interesting reads? Check out GTC’s Education & Outreach section of our website
for updated gopher tortoise and snake bibliographies.
Chandler, H.C, M.C. Allender, B.S. Stegenga, E. Haynes, E. Ospina, and D. Stevenson. 2019. Ophidiomycosis prevalence in
Georgia’s Eastern Indigo Snake (Drymarchon couperi) populations. PLoS ONE 14(6):e0218351.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0218351

Goessling, J.M., C. Guyer, J.C. Godwin, S.H. Hermann, F.C. Sandmeier, L.L. Smith, and M.T. Mendonca. 2019. Upper
respiratory tract disease and associated diagnostic tests of mycoplasmosis in Alabama populations of gopher
tortoises, Gopherus polyphemus. PLoS ONE 14(4):e0214845. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0214845.
McKee, R.K. An island of misfit tortoises: evaluating the use of waif animals to recover populations on the brink. M.S. Thesis.
University of Georgia, Athens, GA.
Meshaka Jr, W.E., J.L. Layne, and K.G. Rice. 2019. The effects of geography, habitat, and humans on the ecology and
demography of the gopher tortoise in the southern Lake Wales Ridge region of Florida. Herpetological Journal:95114. DOI: 10.33256/hj29.2.95114.
Weiss, S.A., E.L. Toman, and R. Corace. 2019. Aligning endangered species management with fire-dependent ecosystem
restoration: manager perspectives on red-cockaded woodpecker and longleaf pine management actions. Fire
Ecology: 15:19. https://doi.org/10.1186/s42408-019-0026-z.
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By Jessica McGuire, PhD

EDUCATION CORNER

Tortoise and the Quail: 20 Questions
Let’s play a game. How well do you know these two upland species? Do you know the habitat requirements
for gopher tortoises and quail? This game will look at their similarities and differences. Label each statement
with the following: Gopher Tortoise, Northern Bobwhite, or Both. Good Luck!
1. My eggs develop and hatch in approximately 90 days. __________________
2. My eggs develop and hatch in approximately 23 days. __________________
3. I rely on grasses, herbaceous plants, and legumes for my food and cover. ___________________
4. I am celebrated as a Georgia “State Species”. ________________

5. I can be found living in habitat with sandy, well-drained soils. ________________
6. I am sometimes called an “umbrella” species because managing habitat for me benefits a number of different
species. ________________________
7. I am often referred to as a keystone species as over 360 species can benefit from my behavior. ____________
8. The quality of my "groceries" (food) relies on frequent fire across the landscape. ___________
9. Males of my species begin courtship by bobbing their heads up and down at the female. _____________
10. My parents defend me until I am strong enough to take care of myself. _______________
11. I am active throughout the day, but the best time to find me is in the morning and early evening. __________
12. Males of my species have larger home ranges than females. __________________
13. We use burrows to escape harsh weather and to avoid predators such as hawks. ________________
14. Our populations are declining due to habitat loss. ___________
15. When we hatch from our eggs, we are nearly completely dependent on insects until we get bigger.
_____________
16. If the habitat is good, I will stay in the same area throughout my whole life. _________________
17. We require careful planning if relocated. Otherwise we don’t fare so well. ________________
18. Females of my species might lay up to 3 clutches of eggs per year. _______________
19. I spend 80% or more of my time underground. _____________
20. I am one of six species found in North America. ______________

See page 13 of this newsletter for the answers!
Gopher tortoise. Photo by
Michelina Dziadzio.

Northern bobwhite. Photo
by Quail Forever.
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FEATURE ARTICLE

Jessica McGuire, PhD

Georgia Joins in on Gopher Tortoise Day
There is momentum throughout the range of the gopher tortoise to recognize April 10th as “Gopher Tortoise Day”.
Florida and Alabama adopted official resolutions in 2017, with Georgia declaring their first two in 2019. Both
Georgia efforts were driven by school groups. Many schools in Georgia are incorporating the Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Math (STEM) interdisciplinary approach to curriculum delivery. This provides an awesome
opportunity for schools to partner with conservation professionals in their area. Students were fortunate to have
the gopher tortoise and conservation of the longleaf pine ecosystem incorporated into their curriculum. In addition
to learning about the biology of the at-risk species, students also work their way through civic activities that engage
their community in the conservation of the ecosystem. Both schools partnered with biologists from the Georgia
Department of Natural Resources (GADNR).

The first county in Georgia to declare April 10th as Gopher Tortoise Day was Lee County. They certainly made the
most out of their kick-off. This effort was led by 7th graders and their Team Force teachers at Lee County Middle
School West. Lee County teachers developed projects with GADNR
staff over a ten month period, in addition to the proclamation. The
students saw a need to redesign the gopher tortoise habitat at the
Flint RiverQuarium. In a case of perfect timing, the RiverQuarium
received the Donna J. Heinrich Environmental Education Grant
from the Gopher Tortoise Council to address exhibit concerns.
Students competed to have their exhibit design implemented in
the gopher tortoise habitat makeover, which should be completed
this summer. Students heard from RiverQuarium staff and GADNR
staff many times over the course of designing the exhibits.
Students considered everything from fencing to plants. A second
part of the competition included creating interpretive signage to be
posted at the new outdoor enclosure. Third, students participated
in a persuasive speech writing competition. The top scoring
students brought their best points forward to develop the speech
that would be delivered in front of the Lee County Commissioners.
Local news channel WALB covered Gopher Tortoise
Day at Lee County Middle School West. Photo
Finally, Lee County Middle School West held a T-shirt fundraiser
courtesy of Lee County Middle School West.
which resulted in a $400 check being sent to the Gopher

Tortoise Council for education efforts. Lee County has set the bar
on incorporating conservation with curriculum standards.

Lee County Middle School West students and Dr.
McGuire proudly pose after their proclamation
was signed by Lee County Commissioners. Photo
courtesy of Lee County Middle School West.

Students at Lee County Middle School West presented Dr.
Jess McGuire with their $400 donation check. Photo
provided by Jess McGuire.

Continued on next page...
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Georgia Joins in on Gopher Tortoise Day continued….
Teachers at the R.B. Wright Elementary School in Moultrie invited GADNR biologists Dr. Jess McGuire (now with
Quail Forever) and Dallas Ingram to discuss the habitat requirements and biology of the gopher tortoise and other
upland species. Initially, the students worked on designing a home for an unreleasable rehabilitated tortoise, later
named “Rosie”. After Rosie was settled in, students turned their attention to their county leadership. On April 10th,
Mayor McIntosh signed Georgia’s second Gopher Tortoise Day proclamation, which urged all citizens to learn
about protecting the gopher tortoise.

Wright Students putting the finishing touches on “Rosie’s” enclosure
while celebrating Gopher Tortoise Day. Photo courtesy of R.B. Wright
Elementary School.

R.B. Wright Students with Mayor McIntosh after
signing the declaration. Photo courtesy of R.B.
Wright Elementary School.

Creative outreach is how we are going to save the gopher tortoise and its habitat. Dedicated teachers and
passionate students will help wildlife professionals move the needle for at-risk species. The excitement of the
students is contagious, and they are reaching audiences beyond the school doors. Students at both schools not
only celebrated Gopher Tortoise Day, they also directly impacted gopher tortoise conservation through outreach
projects in their communities.

ANSWERS TO: Tortoise and the Quail: 20 Questions
1.
2.
3.
4.

Gopher Tortoise
Bobwhite
Both
The gopher tortoise is the Georgia State Reptile and the
Bobwhite is the Georgia State Gamebird.
5. Both
6. Bobwhite
7. Gopher Tortoise
8. Both. Both species rely on early successional habitat
that is set back ever couple of years with fire. This
leaves plenty of light on the ground for a diversity of
plant species.
9. Gopher Tortoise
10. Bobwhite. Bobwhite will exhibit a broken wing display
when their chicks are threatened by a nearby predator.
11. Both
12. Both
13. Technically both. Bobwhite and Gopher Tortoise
hatchlings need to worry about aerial predators.

14. Both
15. Bobwhite
16. Both. Why move if you have everything you need?
17. Both. If gopher tortoises are moved, they may spend their
lifetime trying to get back to their original home. Wild
Bobwhite have been successfully relocated through
careful planning and research. However, pen-raised birds
do not survive in the wild for very long.
18. Bobwhite. If a Bobwhite nest is destroyed, there is a good
chance the hen will nest again.
19. Gopher Tortoise
20. Both! North America is home to 6 tortoises (Desert,
Morafka’s Goode’s, Texas, Bolson, and Gopher) and 6
quail species (California, Mountain, Gambel’s, Scaled,
Mearn’s and Northern Bobwhite).

Tortoises and Bobwhite have a lot more in common than
you may have thought!
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New Eastern Coachwhip fact sheet from the Upland Snake Conservation Committee

Eastern Coachwhip
Coluber flagellum
Upland Snake Species Profile

Name Game
The base of the genus, Coluber, is Latin for
serpent. The specific epithet, flagellum, is Latin
for whip.

Range and Appearance: Coachwhips are one of
the longest snakes in North America. Adults can
reach lengths of over 8 feet. Their scientific name
aptly describes their tail scalation, which
resembles a braided whip. Coachwhips typically
have dark heads and brown body coloration that
gets lighter towards the tail. However, in some
parts of their range, particularly in southern
Georgia and northern Florida, coachwhips may be
almost entirely blonde in color and lack dark
heads. The appearance of hatchlings differ from
adults in that they tend to be more darkly
patterned and their large reddish eyes almost
seem too big for their heads. With the exception of
extreme southwestern Mississippi and portions of
eastern Louisiana, coachwhips can be found across
the gopher tortoise’s (Gopherus polyphemus)
range. Subspecies range southward into northern
Mexico and west to California.

Natural History: Coachwhips can be found in most
xeric open-canopied habitats in the Southeast,
including flatwoods, sandhills, scrub, dunes, and
fields. Coachwhips are active diurnal foragers that
move across landscapes with their head elevated,
or “periscoping”, searching for prey. Their
preferred prey items are six-lined racerunners
(Aspidoscelis sexlineata), but this generalist species
will also consume small mammals, snakes,
amphibians, birds, and eggs. Coachwhips are very
fast-moving snakes and when startled, they can
attain speeds upwards of 6 km/hr (3.7 mi/hr).
Because of their active behavior, coachwhips rely
on large landscapes. Their home range is typically
greater than 100 ha (247 ac). Coachwhips are
gopher tortoise burrow commensal species and
often seek shelter in tortoise burrows, but will also
use mammal burrows, stump holes, and woody
debris. Breeding takes place in the spring, eggs are
laid in the summer, and hatching occurs in the late
summer or early fall.

Upland Snake
Conservation Initiative
www.gophertortoisecouncil.org

Continued on next page...
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Eastern Coachwhip
Coluber flagellum
Conservation Challenges: Coachwhip populations
are relatively secure and can be found in a wide
range of xeric habitats. Still, these animals face the
same threats that affect nearly all southeastern
upland snakes: habitat loss and degradation.
Habitat fragmentation can make coachwhips more
susceptible to road mortality since they require
large areas for foraging, finding shelter, and
locating mates. Maintaining large tracts of suitable
habitat will help conserve this species.

Coachwhips are active foragers and are often seen
moving with their heads elevated off the ground.

Snakes shed their skin several times a year. If a
snake has blue eyes, it is an indicator that the
snake is undergoing a shed cycle.
Snake Vocabulary
Ecdysis: the process of shedding old skin.
Why Snakes Get Blue Eyes: Sometimes, snakes are
encountered with milky-blue, almost ghost-like
eyes. This is a normal part of ecdysis, or the shed
cycle. As snakes grow, their scales increase in size
and the old outer layer of skin is shed by creating a
tear around the nose and sliding out of the old skin
head-first. Since snakes do not have eyelids, a clear
scale covers their eyes. During ecdysis, the eye
takes on a blue hue which limits their vison.
Consequently, many snakes will find shelter and
stay sedentary during this process, which may take
several days.

Some coachwhips are entirely blonde in color.
For More Information:
Enge. K. M. 2019. Eastern Coachwhip. Pp 485-488, in K.
L. Krysko, K. M. Enge, and P. E. Moler (Eds.).
Amphibians and Reptiles of Florida. University of
Florida Press, Gainesville, FL.
Gibbons, W. 2017. Snakes of the Eastern United States.
University of Georgia Press, Athens, GA.
Tuberville, T. D. and W. Gibbons. 2008. Coachwhip. Pp.
369-371, In J. Jensen, C. Camp, W. Gibbons, and M.
Elliot (Eds.). The Amphibians and Reptiles of Georgia.
University of Georgia Press, Athens, GA.
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