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Rachael Sulkers

Greetings and what a great way to end the year! We had a terrific meeting in spite of the recession and
government shutdowns. For those of you who were not able to attend, we missed you! The atmosphere
was lively, conversations were engaging, the presentations were excellent, and the backdrop at Guana
Tolomato Matanzas National Estuarine Research Reserve was breathtaking (especially at sunset)!
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Highlights for the 35th Annual Meeting included the keynote presentation from Joan Berish-a fabulous
tongue-in-cheek discussion on the past four decades of gopher tortoise ecology, research, and
management, a spirited debate on the recommended Minimum Viable Population for the gopher tortoise
kicked off by guest speaker, Dr. Kevin Shoemaker, and a panel consisting of the “Who’s Who” in gopher
tortoise biology, providing students and young professionals guidance in navigating a future career in
biology.
Three cheers to Deborah Burr for organizing the “Tribute to Joan Berish” and for everyone who travelled
to provide heartwarming tributes and outlandish stories. An eruption of laughter filled the auditorium as
Rob Hicks provided an Ode to Joan from “Dufus the Goofus”…
So, I got fed up and climbed out of my hole,
But, only to fall in a bucket… “oh, my poor soul!”
I sat there for hours till I heard someone say,
“I got me a big one, and he won’t get away!”
She turned me all sideways and then upside down,
measured and poked me and drilled a hole ‘round.
She tagged me a number and that was OK
But, the blood that she took, well, that put me
away. When I finally ‘came to’, it seemed a bad
dream, but the hole on my butt made it real it did
seem.
I heard them say ‘Joan: Joan Berish her name,
Biologist her title, Gopher harassment her game.’
The full poem is available on GTC’s website at http://www.gophertortoisecouncil.org.
The conference wouldn’t have been complete without the numerous speakers presenting on topics that
included general upland species ecology/conservation, education and outreach, private sector research,
and gopher tortoise and commensal species’ ecology and habitat management. These oral and poster
presentations exemplified the mission of the Council and the work being done to protect the species and
its habitat. Special congratulations to this year’s best student poster and presentation winners:
First place student oral presentation: Tom Radzio, Rutgers University
Second place student oral presentation: Mark Margres, Florida State University
Third place student oral presentation: Beth Schlimm, University of Georgia
First place student poster: Rachel Bormann, University of Georgia
Second place student poster: Andrea Long, University of Florida
Third place student poster: Dan Quinn, University of Georgia
As 2013 ends and the leadership of the Council passes to our new Co-Chair, Jess McGuire, I am
reminded of the vision and message that guided GTC through the past year. We accomplished a lot in
spite of tough economic times and we remain the most accessible, cost-effective, student-friendly,
education-oriented, and relevant association for professional biologists in our field.

Photo by G. Heinrich

-Our membership is strong at over 300 with many of those as student memberships
-Registration is affordable with annual memberships as low as $15.00 for students and $25.00
for regular members.
-Registration for the annual conference remains affordable to ensure all can attend.
-The GTC is now partnering with private companies for meeting sponsorships, which helps keep
the registration costs low, yet still allows GTC to provide great conferences.
-GTC provided thousands of dollars for research and educational support.
-We continue to grow! Attendance, number of presenters, and sponsor activities at the annual
meeting indicate GTC is headed in the right direction.
Continued on page 8
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STATE REPORTS

Alabama

Jim Godwin

Alabama is the only state in the range of the gopher tortoise to have both federally listed and non-listed populations, with
Mobile, Washington, and Choctaw counties comprising the listed portion of the range. The following activities were reported by
a variety of agencies involved in tortoise conservation efforts in 2013.
Auburn University/Alabama Natural Heritage Program Statewide Gopher Tortoise Study- Jim Godwin and Jeff Goessling
A State Wildlife Grant titled Study of Distribution, Abundance, and Health Status of the Gopher Tortoise in Alabama is
underway by the Alabama Natural Heritage Program. Over a three year period, basic data will be acquired related to the
current distribution and abundance of gopher tortoises in the state with emphasis on their status on public and selected
private lands. Abundance will be determined across the current range in Alabama using a standardized population estimation
protocol and correlated with parameters of habitat quality. Efforts will be made to assess the number of stable and declining
populations on public and private lands. A translocation plan will be developed for population augmentation.
Recommendations will be developed on translocations of tortoises, including donor and recipient sites and methodologies for
translocation protocol.
Tortoises have been sampled from several populations within Conecuh National Forest this summer. Although follow-up lab
work is still being conducted on biological samples collected from this population, preliminary data indicate a robust
population of healthy gopher tortoises. Stress hormone assays have indicated low levels of baseline stress in this population
which is supported by blood smears indicating low heterophil:lymphocyte ratios in the free-living tortoises. However, while very
few animals were encountered which displayed outward symptoms of URTD, the survey of seroprevalance to URTD antibodies
has indicated that this population has been exposed to Mycoplasma agassizi (the pathogen that causes URTD). Nasal lavage
samples are still being cultured to test for the actual presence M. agassizii within the tortoise respiratory tract (the specific
pathogen is slow growing, thus cultures take several months to grow before presence is confirmed).
Experimental manipulations investigating behavioral fever and context-dependent mechanisms of disease susceptibility are
still being performed with tortoises trapped from within the Conecuh National Forest system. Preliminary data indicate major
physiological changes in response to bacterial infection. Additionally, preliminary data from these tortoises suggest that URTD
symptoms may become exacerbated during seasonal change from summer acclimation to winter acclimation.
Line Transect Distance Sampling (LTDS) is underway on public lands and pilot studies have been completed on several key
tracts in Baldwin, Covington, Escambia, and Geneva counties. One LTDS survey has been completed at a site in Conecuh
National Forest that is being considered as a secondary release site for the eastern indigo snake.
Auburn University/Alabama Natural Heritage Program/Conecuh National Forest Eastern Indigo Snake Reintroduction ProjectJim Godwin and Jimmy Stiles
The fourth snake release took place in May 2013. A total of 19 snakes were released, 17 which were hatched from females
collected in 2011 and two from a pair of gravid Conecuh NF females. These latter two were released into the burrows where
their mothers had been captured. None of the snakes in 2013 were implanted with radio transmitters and all were hardreleased since the pens had been removed.
In 2013 the radio telemetry studies were concluded. The year began with 13 snakes being tracked. In February six snakes
were recaptured to remove radio transmitters. Of these six snakes, one mortality was recorded, one possible mortality or
transmitter loss, three transmitter failures, and one recapture to remove a radio.
In February, a snake released in 2010 was recaptured outside of a gopher tortoise burrow and was visibly gravid. After
measurements were taken she was re-released at the same burrow. A web camera was placed to view the burrow entrance
and the snake was observed several times before it left the burrow in late March-early April. It is unclear if she laid her eggs
inside the burrow. Attempts to use a burrow camera to locate eggs were unsuccessful, in part due to a tortoise that was
occupying the burrow.
Studies on this cohort of reintroduced eastern indigo snakes have resulted in the completion of two M. S. degrees. Jimmy
Stiles evaluated the use of enclosures as a method to reintroduce the snakes through a comparison of survivorship and home
range. Sierra Stiles examined the seasonal habitat and shelter selection of the snakes with a comparison to results from a
study on wild snakes in southeast Georgia. In essence, the reintroduced snakes are exhibiting normal behaviors and
movement patterns and survivorship is estimated to be around 50%.
State Wildlife Grant funding received this year will extend this project an additional three years.
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Alabama cont’d
ADCNR State Lands Division-Eric Soehren and Jeremy E. Doss
In addition to the general stewardship and condition of the tract stated in last year’s report, we've completed our second
season of determining tortoise retention on the Wehle preserve. In the past two years (2012-2013), we’ve accounted for 13
of 55 individuals released on the property. Although 57 individuals were stated as being released last year, two were never
released due to illness/poor physical condition. Additionally, we confirmed that at least three individuals were either killed
(found shot on Pleasant Hill Road) or died (found dead at burrow entrance) after initial release. That puts the Wehle
population at 25% retention within the 1,000-acre preserve since 2006 translocations. However, these numbers don’t
account for emigration onto adjacent properties like Barbour Wildlife Management Area (WMA) or private lands. In
November, we visited nearby sandhill habitats on Barbour WMA and found several active tortoise burrows and evidence of
pocket gophers (Geomys pinetis). Once these sites are burned we plan on surveying for more burrows and trapping to
determine individuals. There are presumably other sites on Barbour WMA harboring Wehle tortoises, but this will require
more comprehensive surveys.
Of those residing on Wehle, we have confirmed recruitment. We've found a couple of juvenile burrows as well as signs of
hatching on the aprons of a couple of burrows recently. One juvenile established a new burrow along the embankment of
Pleasant Hill Road (near property entrance) but was captured and is being held for the winter with the agreement that it will
be released back on Wehle next spring (at an interior locale). It is estimated to be 4-5 years old.
Overall, it is important to realize that although 25% retention is considered low, this percentage only accounts for individuals
occupying sites within the Wehle boundary under State Lands management. It is presumed that these individuals are well
established on the preserve (given the duration of time since release) and are reproducing.
On a separate note one of two permanent snake-trap arrays was established on the Wehle Preserve in March 2013. The
trap has been monitored daily since establishment and capture records of all vertebrate species are maintained in a
database. At present, we’ve captured 24 vertebrate species including four species of snakes with Coluber constrictor being
the most commonly captured species. We marked captured snakes (non-venomous species only) using a surgical cautery
pen. We will present capture summaries at a later time. A second trap array will be established in 2014.
Future management plans still call for exploring the possibility of establishing a gopher frog population on the preserve.
Clearwater Tract (Upper Delta WMA) - The work continues on a 500-acre longleaf restoration project that will affect an island
population of tortoises. Loblolly timber has been removed except for the 15-20-acre exclusion areas surrounding the
colony. Replanting of longleaf, along with prescribed fire in the area of the colony, will happen this dormant season.
Red Hills Forever Wild Tract - A 50% matching grant from the National Wild Turkey Foundation superfund has been awarded
to the State Lands Division for wildlife habitat improvement at Red Hills. The money will provide for a 350-acre prescribed
burn in an area of upland habitat that contains a small remnant tortoise population. This area contains several hilltop
longleaf habitats that have been excluded from fire for many years. More burrows may be found post-fire as this area
transitions back to native longleaf in the higher elevations and the understory is restored to more suitable conditions. This
fire will also take place this dormant season.
ADCNR Division of Wildlife and Freshwater Fisheries (DWFF)-Traci Wood
Since 2007 the Landowner Incentive Program (LIP) for Longleaf Pine Ecosystem Restoration has restored 8,670 acres of
longleaf pine in Alabama. All projects implement a prescribed burning program on a rotation of every 3-4 years. For 2013
longleaf projects of approximately 2,880 acres will be restored.
NRCS-Tim Albritton
The gopher tortoise habitat improvement component of the Working Lands for Wildlife program started in April and was well
received, with $3,985,271 divided among 295 contracts on 49,264 acres (averaging almost $13,500 per contract, or $80/
acre).
Auburn University/Alabama Natural Heritage Program Statewide Pocket Gopher Study-Michael Barbour and Bob Gitzen
Surveys to identify the current distribution of Geomys pinetis in Alabama will be conducted. Areas will be searched where
pocket gophers were known to occur in the past as well as other areas identified as potentially suitable habitat. Additional
sampling will be conducted at the Wehle Tract in Bullock County to optimize and determine live-trapping effectiveness and to
assess the abundance and demographic composition of the current population there.
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Alabama cont’d
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service-Josh Rowell
Mobile County is working with the Alabama Ecological Services Field Office in Daphne to develop a county-wide habitat
conservation plan (HCP) for the gopher tortoise and eastern indigo snake. This HCP will include a 400-acre tortoise mitigation
area that will be placed under a conservation easement. The goal is to provide a service for the people of Mobile County while
promoting tortoise conservation. We are in the early stages but the HCP documents are being worked on and some land
management has already occurred.
The private lands biologist is working to gain access to private property for surveys in both the listed and non-listed range. We
are also looking to create a database for documenting tortoise road mortality events to determine highest occurrence
areas. This is part of the overall tortoise conservation strategy being developed out of the lead office (Matt Hinderliter,
Jackson, MS). Any information on road mortality would be welcome.

Florida

Joan Berish and Deborah Burr

The gopher tortoise has been a State-designated Threatened species in Florida since the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation
Commission (FWC) published its first Gopher Tortoise Management Plan in 2007. The first five-year revision of the plan was
approved by FWC Commissioners in September 2012 and helps guide the continued conservation of the gopher tortoise in
Florida through 2022. The plan emphasizes landowner incentives, habitat management, and maintaining the gopher
tortoise’s role as a keystone species through commensal species conservation. The FWC continues to coordinate with the
stakeholder Gopher Tortoise Technical Assistance Group on gopher tortoise conservation issues. The continued participation
of stakeholders is vital to the long-term conservation of the species.
Education and outreach
Many of the education and outreach activities outlined in the Gopher Tortoise Management Plan have been implemented.
Using staff and student interns, the FWC participated in 16 outreach events over the past year including: organizing and
hosting five local government workshops, one Authorized Gopher Tortoise Agent workshop, three FWC Law Enforcement
training events, and seven additional outreach events including a safety fair, various wildlife festivals, a 4-H Agriculture Day,
and classroom events.
In the past year, nearly 10,000 copies of FWC publications about gopher tortoises have been distributed. All publications are
available at MyFWC.com/GopherTortoise and at each of the FWC’s Regional Offices.
The FWC Gopher Tortoise Conservation Program hires college interns each semester to create new educational resources
identified in the Gopher Tortoise Management Plan. Over the past year, new resources created include: a Gopher Tortoise
Commensal Species factsheet, a Safe Roads for People and Tortoises placard that will be distributed to rest areas and
welcome centers throughout Florida, and a Gopher Tortoise Field Trip Guide with outdoor activities for school age children.
Additionally, several new web-based educational resources were created and include: a commensal species webpage, and a
“How you can help” web page to provide information for the general public on popular topics such as road mortality, waif
tortoises, and ways to make your neighborhood and yard tortoise-wise. Also, with the help of a college intern, the FWC created
an interactive burrow that allows children to crawl through a 13-foot long, half-moon shaped tunnel.
New educational resources are currently being developed and include a landowner’s guide to managing gopher tortoise
habitat, framework for a “tortoise-wise” community program, and a smart phone app to promote citizen science.
Waifs
Waif tortoises in Florida are a constant challenge for staff when trying to find placement for many of these “unreleasable”
animals. During the past year, the FWC continued with efforts to identify solutions for educating the public about minimizing
the waif tortoise problem. Waif tortoises are gopher tortoises that have been removed from the wild (either unauthorized or
due to injury) and for which no locale information is known. One solution includes identifying willing landowners to care for
these tortoises on their property as a “waif tortoise recipient site.” Waif tortoise recipient sites were advertised during four
local workshops held throughout the state.
Guidelines for the release of rehabilitated gopher tortoises have been developed and distributed to all wildlife rehabilitators
that treat gopher tortoises. Previously, no guidance on the proper release of tortoises was provided; therefore, many were
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Florida cont’d.
believed to be released onto public lands. These guidelines will hopefully reduce the number of rehabilitated tortoises released
improperly.
Research
A research project studying the effects of translocation of gopher frogs is currently being conducted by FWC biologist Anna
Farmer. Another study was selected for funding through the State Wildlife Grant program (SWG) that will include surveying for
a suite of invertebrate commensal species to learn more about their distribution. Once implemented in January 2014, Dave
Almquist with the Florida Natural Areas Inventory will be leading the study and compiling data collected from a variety of lands
in Florida.
Translocation/restocking studies by Matt Aresco at Nokuse Plantation and Rachel Smith at Disney are continuing and are
helping to hone our knowledge regarding this essential conservation tool. Henry Mushinsky, Earl McCoy, and Bill Hentges at
the University of South Florida (USF) are completing their report of the effects of cattle and improved pastures on relocated
tortoises. Tom Radzio emigrated from MS and has initiated a study of hatchling survival and behavior at Tall Timbers
Research Station. With dunes eroding at the Kennedy Space Center, Becky Bolt and Rich Seigel are looking at how gopher
tortoises and commensal species have been moving inland across roads and railroad tracks to higher ground and if a
managed-retreat approach – in which humans help these animals move away from uninhabited areas via corridors – is
feasible.
Habitat management
During 2012-2013, $133,728 in funding was provided to assist gopher tortoise habitat management activities that benefited
more than 1,917 acres under local government ownership. Through coordination with public and non-government
organizations, including The Nature Conservancy’s Fire Strike Team program and contracted vendors, approximately 28,000
acres of gopher tortoise habitat was improved through prescribed fire and other habitat management activities on both public
and private lands.
Population Monitoring
Florida is in the beginning stages of implementing Line Transect Distance Sampling survey methodology with burrow scoping
on select state conservation lands. Working with the Florida Park Service and the Forest Service, the Florida Fish and Wildlife
Conservation Commission is contracting with the Joseph W. Jones Ecological Research Center to conduct surveys on 25 state
conservation lands over the next 2.5 years.
Incentives
The FWC is working with the Conservation Cooperative Blueprint program to develop a pilot program “Payment for Ecosystem
Services” for private landowners who want to conserve gopher tortoises and habitat on their property. An initial pilot program
is being implemented in southwest Florida. Outreach to landowners who have suitable gopher tortoise habitat and an interest
in participating in the program is underway.
Permitting
The Gopher Tortoise Permitting Guidelines were revised to ensure consistency with the new management plan and were
approved by the FWC Commissioners in April 2013. The permitting guidelines are available at MyFWC.com/GopherTortoise.
The FWC continues to work with stakeholders to address challenges encountered with gopher tortoise permitting and
conservation issues.
Through the recipient site permit program (a program in which landowners may use their lands with suitable habitat to receive
gopher tortoises from development sites), approximately 10,000 acres of gopher tortoise habitat have been protected through
permanent conservation easements or on public lands. Under these permits, private landowners can accept gopher tortoises
relocated from development sites, and assess a monetary charge to the developer for accepting the tortoise(s). In exchange,
the recipient site landowners agree to manage and protect the habitat in perpetuity. Currently, forty-five recipient sites with an
available capacity for 16,058 tortoises are permitted. An additional twelve recipient site permit applications are currently
under review with potential available capacity for an additional 12,000 tortoises on 5,335 acres of gopher tortoise habitat.
During this reporting period, 6,081 tortoises were authorized for relocation by FWC-issued permits.

Keep track of Gopher Tortoise news and Council updates!
Find us on-

Page 6

The Tortoise Burrow

GTC wishes to thank our 2013 Annual Meeting Sponsors!
Mosaic

Plum Creek

Carter Environmental Services

Cardno Entrix

Deseret Ranches

ERS

Hopping, Green and Sams

Providence

Environmental Services, Inc.

Turner Endangered Species Fund

CF Industries

Wildlands Conservation

SWCA Environmental Consultants

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission

Disease Surveillance! We need your help!
Please report sightings of sick or dead tortoises (dead or alive) to Jessica McGuire at:
jgonynor@gmail.com.
Please include date, location (lat/long if possible), observer’s name and contact info. Please include
a picture if you can!
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STATE REPORTS

Georgia

Jess McGuire

I would like to thank everyone that has contributed to the state reports during the last few years. Due to other commitments to the
GTC, I have resigned as the state representative. However, Jen Howze has stepped up and will be soliciting reports in the future!
Keep up the good work Georgia!
Georgia Department of Natural Resources (John Jensen and Matt Elliott)
Sign up for nongame’s free e-newsletter, Georgia Wild. Click the red envelope at www.georgiawildlife.org
Gopher Tortoise and Eastern Indigo Snake Surveys
Both the gopher tortoise – Georgia’s state reptile – and the eastern indigo snake, which is federally listed as threatened,
are priority species in the State Wildlife Action Plan.
During the most recent fiscal year, the Nongame Conservation Section funded gopher tortoise population inventories at 19
sites to determine tortoise population sizes and demographics. As with previous years’ inventories, line transect distance sampling
was used to derive tortoise density and abundance. Sites were also evaluated for habitat suitability and potential as areas where
gopher tortoises could be relocated to augment the population.
To date, 50 sites in Georgia have been inventoried for tortoises. Three of the sites surveyed in 2012-2013 had estimated
populations exceeding 250 tortoises, a number the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has established as the minimum to ensure a
long-term, sustainable population.
In another study funded and supported by DNR, The Orianne Society, a nonprofit organization dedicated to conserving
rare reptiles and amphibians, continued occupancy monitoring of the imperiled eastern indigo snake to determine population
trends. In southern Georgia, indigos overwinter in xeric sandhill habitats where they den in the deep, long burrows of gopher
tortoises. The study is focused on the Altamaha River basin, considered a population stronghold for indigos.
Over the three-year study, staff surveyed 40 sandhill sites on public and private lands in the basin, detecting eastern
indigo snakes at 43 percent of the sites. The degree of detections in 2013 did not differ significantly among previous years,
suggesting that the population remains stable in the study area.
Sandhills Conservation
Sandhill and upland longleaf pine habitats supporting gopher tortoises in Georgia and other states have benefited from
two competitive State Wildlife Grants. DNR received a $1 million grant in 2009 to work with Alabama, Florida and South Carolina
on restoring high-priority sandhills across the region. DNR and state wildlife agencies in Florida, Alabama, Mississippi and
Louisiana were awarded a $981,000 State Wildlife Grant in 2011 for additional habitat restoration on sandhills and upland
longleaf pine habitats, work referred to as phase two of the original project. Restoration targets exceed 51,000 acres across the
five states, and more than 18,000 acres in Georgia. As of the fiscal 2013, Georgia was well over halfway toward achieving its goal.
While work continues on phase two of sandhills restoration, the phase one grant – closed out at the end of fiscal 2013 –
saw Georgia, Alabama and Florida far exceed all goals except in planting longleaf. (South Carolina completed restoration activities
but did not use the federal funds allocated. Those state acreages are not included in the project summary.) Total acres affected
topped 95,000, compared to the proposed objective of about 38,600.
Georgia documented 17,490 acres of prescribed fire (the original target was 9,950) and treated 1,253 acres of invasive
hardwoods and sand pines, nearly four times the goal. DNR and partners, including private landowners, planted 1,810 acres of
longleaf pine.
In addition, baseline gopher tortoise population surveys were completed for an array of sites, as well as pre- and posttreatment avian and vegetation monitoring. Highlights of the tortoise surveys include a population of nearly 800 adult tortoises at
Townsend Wildlife Management Area, the largest population on state lands in Georgia. Vegetation and avian monitoring revealed
reductions in canopy cover and hardwood mid-stories in treated stands, and increases in northern bobwhite, blue grosbeak,
common ground-dove, indigo bunting and other targeted species.
With continued prescribed fire, it is expected that herbaceous understory components in treated stands will also increase,
further benefiting gopher tortoises and bird species such as bobwhite quail.
Georgia Gopher Frog Restoration
State-listed as rare, gopher frogs depend on intact sandhill habitats where adults survive within the burrows of their
namesake host, the gopher tortoise. However, these frogs also require nearby fishless wetlands where they breed and their
tadpoles develop. Because of widespread upland and wetland habitat alteration throughout their range, gopher frogs are now
limited to fewer than 10 sites in Georgia.
In 2007, the Nongame Conservation Section began a project that involved collecting gopher frog eggs from two healthy
populations, rearing them to late-stage tadpoles or post-metamorphic froglets, and releasing them at an unoccupied but highquality protected site at Williams Bluffs Preserve in Early County, which is within the species’ historical range. The goal: Establish a
self-sustaining breeding population of gopher frogs, a range-wide first for this imperiled amphibian.

In 2013, in partnership with Atlanta Botanical Garden, the University of Georgia, The Nature Conservancy, Zoo Atlanta and
the Joseph W. Jones Ecological Research Center, 1,305 juvenile gopher frogs were released, bringing the seven-year total released
at Williams Bluffs to 5,621 individuals. While previous years of drought prevented mature gopher frogs the opportunity to breed in
the release pond – and biologists’ ability to assess the success of the project – 2013 finally provided sufficient rainfall to fill the
wetland basin.
In early February, multiple male gopher frogs were heard calling in the pond and on Feb. 20 the first egg mass of the
species was discovered. Late 2012 camera surveys of gopher tortoise burrows in the uplands surrounding the wetland showed
juvenile and adult gopher frogs using the burrows. Together, these discoveries indicate that released juveniles are surviving to
adulthood in the uplands and successfully breeding in the wetland.
Striped Newt Restoration
Nongame conservation efforts by DNR have even extended beyond Georgia’s state border. Fall Line Sandhills Wildlife
Management Area in Taylor County harbors what is believed to be the only healthy population of “western clade” striped newts, a
candidate for federal listing under the Endangered Species Act. Efforts to repatriate this highly imperiled salamander to areas of
Florida where it once flourished rely on a captive propagation, rearing and release project led by the Coastal Plains Institute, the
Memphis and Jacksonville zoos, and other partners, including the Nongame Conservation Section.
A small number of striped newt larvae collected from the Fall Line Sandhills breeding pond by Nongame Conservation staff
and others were added to previous stock collected earlier at the site to increase the genetic diversity of the captive population. As
a result, 57 larvae produced in captivity were released in an Apalachicola National Forest wetland in May 2013. Researchers later
documented emigration of fully developed land-bound newts.
Both the release and emergence of striped newts produced in captivity marks a first for this species and hopefully the
beginning of its recovery in the region.
The Orianne Society (Javan Bauder): www.oriannesociety.org
As usual, The Orianne Society (TOS) has a number of projects going on involving the gopher tortoise and other upland
species. Be on the lookout for new manuscripts! In 2012-2013, herpetologists with TOS completed a radiotelemetry study
(supported by the Georgia Department of Natural Resources) of 21 adult gopher tortoises that were translocated from a
development site in Telfair Co., Georgia, to two conservation lands—The Orianne Indigo Snake Preserve (Telfair Co., GA) and Yuchi
Wildlife Management Area (Burke Co., GA). During their first summer, translocated tortoise dug new burrows and all but one
established residency at the release sites. Home range size and change in body weights were comparable between translocated
and resident tortoises at both sites.
TOS will continue our eastern indigo snake and eastern diamondback rattlesnake occupancy monitoring program, also
supported by GA DNR, at sandhills located throughout the Altamaha River basin. Javan Bauder recently analyzed the first three
seasons of monitoring data to identify and compare factors that influenced detection, occupancy, extinction, and colonization rates
at multiple spatial scales for each species.
TOS conservation geneticist, Steve Spear, has examined genetic variation in indigo snakes from shed skin and scale clip
samples collected throughout the species range in Georgia.
Kevin Stohlgren recently completed his M.S. at the University of Georgia where he examined habitat features that
influence eastern diamondback rattlesnake occupancy in dune habitats on Georgia's barrier islands.
Javan Bauder and Dirk Stevenson are co-authors on a newly published paper “The Historical and Contemporary
Distribution of the Eastern Indigo Snake” (Herpetological Conservation and Biology 8(2):288−307).
Current studies include status and distribution (in Georgia) surveys of three declining snake species that have recently been
petitioned for federal listing: eastern diamondback rattlesnake, Florida pine snake, southern hognose snake. If you have recent
(2005-present) GA observations (with supporting lat/long, date, and photo) for any of these snakes please e-mail to
sightings@oriannesociety.org.
New publications:
McGuire, J. L., Hernandez, S. M., Smith, L. L. and Yabsley, M. J. (2013), Safety and utility of an anesthetic protocol for the collection
of biological samples from gopher tortoises. Wildlife Society Bulletin. DOI 10.1002/wsb.364
McGuire, JL, EA Miller, TM Norton, BL Raphael, JS Spratt, and M J Yabsley. 2013. Intestinal parasites of the gopher tortoise
(Gopherus polyphemus) from eight populations in Georgia. Parasitology Research 112:4205-4210 DOI 10.1007/s00436013-3612-z
Hyslop, N.L., Meyers, J.M., Cooper, R.J. and Stevenson, D.J. (2013). Effects of body size and sex of Drymarchon
couperi (eastern indigo snake) on habitat use, movements, and home range size in Georgia. Journal of Wildlife
Management. doi: 10.1002/jwmg.645
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Have you seen these reptiles in Georgia?
Photo Credits: G. Miller, K. Stohlgren, and Lora Smith

The Georgia Department of Natural Resources (GADNR) is asking the public to report Georgia observations of the Eastern
Diamondback Rattlesnake (Crotalus adamanteus) (below, left), Southern Hognose Snake (Heterodon simus) (below, center),
Florida Pine Snake (Pituophis melanoleucus mugitus)(below, right), and the Spotted Turtle (Clemmys guttata). These species
have been petitioned for listing under the US Endangered Species Act and GADNR is conducting surveys in order to assess
their state status for the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s formal petition review.
Email digital photos of observations (alive or dead) to the following project contacts:
Eastern Diamondback: Kevin Stohlgren (sightings@oriannesociety.org)
Pine Snake and Southern Hognose Snake: Dirk Stevenson (sightings@oriannesociety.org)
Spotted Turtle: John Jensen (john.jensen@gadnr.org)
Please include date observed, exact location (GPS coordinates, if possible), and observer’s name.

Message from a Co-Chair...continued
Until you have taken on the reigns of GTC Co-Chair, it’s hard to imagine the tremendous amount of volunteer labor required to run a
successful professional and conservation-oriented organization like the Gopher Tortoise Council. I am very grateful and thankful to all the
individuals, organizations, and companies that stepped up with their time and money to make this year a success. THANK YOU!
As this year begins, please think about how you can help GTC, either through joining a committee or volunteering to help at the annual
meeting. As Jess joked at the meeting, “ASK NOT WHAT GTC CAN DO FOR YOU, ASK WHAT YOU CAN DO FOR GTC”.

Put the fruitcakes and bad ties back on the shelf! Donate to the Gopher Tortoise Council in honor of friends and family this holiday
season! When you donate to GTC in honor of someone, we will email you a card you can fold, print out, and mail.
How to do it? … Visit www.gophertortoisecouncil.org and click on the "donate" button. This will connect you to the GTC paypal page.
After you enter your donation amount and information you will be taken to the confirmation page. Click on "Add special instructions
to the seller:". In this box, provide us with the email address to send the card to. Don't forget to scroll to the bottom of the page and
click "Donate $ now" button.
If you forget to add special instructions, do not worry!
Email jgonynor@gmail.com after you have made the donation to get your card.
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Check it out!
Tortoises taking over YouTube!
The Herpetology Program at Archbold Biological Station is pleased to announce release of three short educational videos
about Gopher Tortoises. The videos were produced in summer 2013 by Archbold herpetology interns with funding from Disney
Worldwide Conservation Fund. The first two videos in the Getting to Know the Gopher Tortoise series are aimed at a general
audience and explain the life history of the Gopher Tortoise (It’s a Hard-shelled Life) and the importance of fire for maintaining
tortoise habitats (Restoring Habitat with Fire). The third video, called Burrow Explorers, is geared toward children (ages 8-10),
introducing them to the fascinating lives and underground world of Gopher Tortoises.
All three videos are posted on Archbold’s YouTube page:
https://www.youtube.com/user/ArchboldExpeditions?feature=watch
Please contact Betsie Rothermel (brothermel@archbold-station.org) if you would like copies of the videos for use in your
educational programs. Also, we expect there will be several openings for part-time interns to participate in our ongoing tortoise
research in summer 2014; interested undergraduates residing in south-central Florida can email Dr. Rothermel for more
information.
The 2013 tortoise crew at Archbold Biological Station (L to R) back: Candida
Dale, Betsie Rothermel, Samantha Dean; middle: Livvy Jones, Gabriel Kamener;
front: Samantha Dillon; not shown: Sophia Finn
(Photo: R. Tucker)

The Student Research Awards Committee is proud to announce the
2013 Winners of the J. Larry Landers Award!
The J. Larry Landers Student Research Award is a Gopher Tortoise Council competitive grant
program for college students. Proposals may address research concerning gopher tortoise
biology or any other relevant aspect of upland habitat conservation and management. This
is an excellent opportunity for undergraduate and graduate students to access funding for
their projects. Dr. Bob Herrington and the Research Advisory Committee again had the
pleasure of reviewing student research award applications. The winners are...

Brad O’Hanlon (M.S. Student at Murray State)– $1,000 Ecology and Behavior of
the Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnake in anthropogenic landscapes
Michelina Dziadzio (M.S. Student at the University of Georgia)– $1,000 Predation
on gopher tortoise nests using chicken eggs
Mark Margres (Ph.D. Student at Florida State)– $500 Conservation genetics of the
eastern diamondback rattlesnake
Congratulations to our Winners!
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STATE REPORTS

Louisiana

Keri Landry

Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries (LDWF) plans to have an accurate population estimate and
distribution for tortoises in spring of 2014. We are currently assessing data collected from Sandy Hollow Wildlife
Management Area (WMA), Ben’s Creek (Weyerhaeuser Timber Company), Lee Memorial Forest (LSU Agricultural
Center), major pipeline right-of-ways (ROW), and historical records.
In August 2013, we discovered seven new juvenile burrows adjacent to active adult burrows and a Florida
Harvester Ant mound. A new nest was found as eight hatchlings were emerging from their egg shells at the mouth
of an active adult burrow on the north portion of Sandy Hollow. Reproduction had not been previously documented
on this part of the WMA. A new nest with egg shell remnants was also found on one of our right-of-way populations
with reproduction not previously documented at this site. We plan to begin nest surveys and recruitment monitoring
in 2014.
LDWF has been focusing on improving habitat on approximately 500 acres of private lands and 3,700 acres on
Sandy Hollow WMA with a multi-state Sandhills Restoration grant. We plan to continue working with private
landowners to survey new properties and assist with habitat restoration efforts to increase the amount of quality
habitat for tortoises in the state.
Five “waif” tortoises have been assessed this year with three tortoises being housed over winter that will be
released in the spring pending test results. One female and one male were added to the release pen this past
spring and summer. We are working with the Louisiana Master Naturalist Program (about 70 members) to
implement a gopher tortoise pilot program so that they can assist with outreach and education, distributing
brochures and flyers, and maintenance of our release pen.
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STATE REPORTS

Mississippi

Tom Mann

Status Overview
Several federal initiatives intended to reverse degradation of tortoise habitat described in the 2012 report continue. These involve assistance for
restoration and management of longleaf habitat on state and private lands (see NRCS and MDWFP habitat management accounts below).
Otherwise, there has been, in my opinion, no measurable progress toward tortoise recovery, and the population is surely smaller than at the
time of listing. Populations continue to decline from: 1) habitat destruction and fragmentation (largely due to residential & commercial
development at present; 2) habitat degradation due to fire suppression/seasonally inappropriate fire, to excessive tree stocking densities, and to
indiscriminate application of herbicides on industrial forestry lands and in ROW corridors; 3) recruitment shortfall due to some combination of
excessive predation of nests and young by non-native predators (fire ants, armadillos) and native but unnaturally abundant predators such as
raccoons, and possibly from allelic impoverishment (inbreeding), reproductive senescence, and/or inadequate mating frequency; 4) destruction
of adults on roads and by predators such as dogs and coyotes; and 5) habitat usurpation by exotic invasives (cogon grass) .
Tortoise Research
Headstarting Project at Camp Shelby—Jim Lee (TNC, Camp Shelby Tortoise Biologist) Camp Shelby Field Office (CSFO), Camp Shelby Joint
Forces Training Center (CSJFTC)
Continued to track four juvenile tortoises from Matt Hinderliter’s (2006-2011) head-start effort in 2013. One of the juvenile tortoises
perished of unknown causes, one was lost as a result of transmitter failure, and the other two are still being tracked. Additionally,
two juvenile tortoises that had been lost in previous years, as a result of transmitter failure, were re-discovered and fitted with new
radio transmitters; unfortunately, one was quickly lost again as a result of transmitter failure. Currently tracking three juveniles.
In May and June 2013, sixteen tortoise nests were found on CSJFTC, shortly after oviposition. Eggs were counted and returned to the
nest, which were monitored with game cameras. Two of the 16 monitored nests were depredated-one by an armadillo and the
other by an unknown mammal. Three nests had complete hatching success; all eggs in each clutch hatched and the neonate
tortoises’ emerged from the nest. Four nests had partial hatching success; some of the eggs in each clutch hatched and some
hatchlings emerged from the nest. Seven nests exhibited complete hatching failure, as a result of: 1) incomplete or no embryonic
development; 2) complete embryonic development, but the neonate did not hatch from the egg; 3) complete embryonic
development, the neonate hatched from the egg, but was unable to successfully dig out of the nest cavity (i.e. entombed); or 4) a
combination of 1-3 above. In total, 37% of the 76 eggs found within these 16 clutches hatched and emerged.
The head-start program will change direction following A. Holbrook's protocol of raising hatchlings in the lab for two years prior to
release. Concurrently, Jim will investigate the effects that yellow spot (in female tortoises) may have upon hatching success. All
tortoises at the study site (site to be determined) will be captured, marked with spray paint, and monitored with cameras at each
burrow to see where each female oviposits. Eggs will be incubated in the lab and hatching success of eggs from animals
manifesting this syndrome will be compared with that of those that don’t.
Metabolic Bone Disease in Gopher Tortoises of Tortoise Enclosure at CSJFTC and on Public Forestlands of South Mississippi: Potential
Influences of Physiological, Pathogenic, Genetic, and Habitat-related Factors— Jeanne C. Jones and Nicole Hodges (MSU Dept. of Wildlife and
Fisheries), Matt Hinderliter (USFWS,), and Debra Lee Miller (University of Tennessee). Nicole has collected 870 soil samples and 740 forage
species samples from highly suitable (excessively well-drained), suitable, and moderately suitable soils under different cover types and
burning/mowing regimens seeking to determine, in part, if calcium is more or less available under different management conditions, soil,
and forage types. Areas receiving dormant season burns exhibited greatest calcium levels in soils at 0 – 10 cm. Of the three soil suitability
classes for tortoises, moderately suitable soils exhibited the greatest calcium level and highly suitable the least. Greatest levels of calcium
were detected in woody and herbaceous plants in areas of dormant season burns. Cacti (Opuntia spp.) exhibited the greatest levels of
calcium (> 127 – 183 mg/L). Of herbaceous plants, legumes and forbs exhibited the greatest calcium levels (> 36 – 62 mg/L). Vines,
including dawnflower (Stylisma spp.), a known tortoise food plant, exhibited (> 34- 45 mg/L). Nicole will also work with Dr. Terry Norton to
perform the necropsies of the juvenile tortoises sent from Camp Shelby by Jim Lee.
Tortoise Genetic Population Structure—Daniel Gaillard (University of Southern Mississippi) and Chris Flood-Collected tortoise feces for an analysis of gut microbial communities of the tortoise and how these communities may differ based on habitat
and locality. Daniel presented results of this research at the 2012 and 2013 GTC Annual Meetings.
Tortoise Habitat Management
DeSoto Ranger District (DRD) - Ed Moody (DRD Biologist)
Prescribe burned 82,929 acres (17,405 primarily early growing season), treated 1,160 acres with herbicide for tortoise habitat
improvement, treated 450 acres of cogon grass, restoration of 25 acres with native warm season grasses, 636 acres of longleaf restoration,
834 acres of pine thinning, and 16 miles of roads decommissioned.
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Mississippi cont’d
Chickasawhay Ranger District (CRD) - Stephanie Steele (CRD Biologist)
Prescribe burned 30,332 acres (11,557 dormant, 18,775 growing season), 316 acres of midstory hardwoods were suppressed with
herbicide, one DOR adult tortoise and one predator-killed adult tortoise were found.
Camp Shelby—Melinda Lyman, Coordinator, Nature Conservancy Office at Camp Shelby
1,565 patches covering a cumulative70 acres were herbicided for control of cogon grass.
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)-Glynda Clardy, State Wildlife Biologist, Jackson, MS.
The NRCS administers three programs offering assistance (technical and financial) to landowners interested in restoration/proper
management of longleaf pine habitat, many of which may include areas occupied by tortoises or potentially inhabitable by tortoises:
1)

Healthy Forest Reserve Program (easement): two contracts - 438 acres

2)

Wildlife Habitat Incentive Program (WHIP): Working Lands for Wildlife (includes Gopher Tortoise Initiative): 49 contracts- 3,586
acres.

3)

Environmental Quality Incentive Program (Longleaf Pine Initiative only ): 42 contracts- 3,110 acres

Mississippi Dept. of Wildlife, Fisheries, and Parks (MDWFP)
Marion County Wildlife Management Area (WMA)
In 2012 the MDWFP was awarded a State Wildlife Grant from the US Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) to enhance wildlife habitat in Marion
County WMA’s longleaf pine forests. The MDWFP used grant funds to treat an additional 700 acres of longleaf pine stands with herbicide
and plan to follow this treatment with prescribed burning in the spring of 2014. The Marion WMA includes the largest population of tortoises
on state land and is in the extreme northwestern edge of the listed range.
The MDWFP continues the Fire on the Forty partnership with the Foundation for Mississippi Wildlife, Fisheries and Parks and the FWS, which
provides cost-share for prescribed burning on private lands. Focal counties that support tortoises include Covington, Marion, Lamar, and
Pearl River in southeastern MS. Landowners must submit an application to be considered for this new cost-share program. To download an
application, visit www.mdwfp.com/longleaf. For more information regarding the Longleaf Pine Restoration Program, please contact Tamara
Campbell at tamarac@mdwfp.state.ms.us or call 601-432-2199
Private Land
Cecilia Charles and Steve Hespen are thanked for ongoing proactive management for small but growing tortoise populations on their
properties in Stone and Pearl River counties, respectively. Steve is restoring longleaf on his property, and has previously received waif
tortoises from the MDWFP to augment the colony on his property.
Surveys-Sandhill Surveys for Tortoises, Harvester Ants, and Oldfield Mice-Tom Mann (MS Museum of Natural Science).
Rare species surveys continued on sandhills in Jasper, Greene, Lauderdale, Pearl River and Wayne counties. Previously unrecorded populations
of tortoises were documented at two new sites each in Jasper and Green counties. Tortoise and Florida Harvester Ant occurrences were
updated at two sites in Pearl River County and at three sites in Wayne County; a new oldfield mouse occurrence was found in Jasper County and
a record was updated in Lauderdale Co.
Biological Opinions
U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Jackson MS Field Office-David Felder and Matt Hinderliter
The biological opinion for the Wiggins Airport Expansion/removal of terrain violations was modified as more tortoises were encountered than
were originally anticipated. Onsite relocation of up to 50 tortoises (approximately 43 of which have been moved to date), and destruction of
a significant zone of priority soil (must be graded to meet FAA standards) is allowed. This site is exceptional for tortoise recruitment (and
tortoise ticks and harvester ants!), and we hope that it remains so. Mapping of 105 burrows was conducted mainly in the mown ROW along
the runway.
The Chickasawhay Tortoise Mitigation Bank continues to be in compliance with the banking agreement with ongoing management, but
received no tortoises this year, and has to continue to subdue cogon grass (John McGuire, pers. comm.).
Relocations, Waifs, DORs
Approximately nine waif tortoises materialized this year, four of which remain at rehabilitation facilities because URTD test results were
suspect for exposure. Healthy waifs were relocated to TNC’s Old Fort Bayou Mitigation Bank and to Cecilia Charles’ property. One tortoise
injured by a vehicle required euthanasia. This was an adult male with the mid plastral yellow spot condition; it will be examined by Dr. Terry
Norton and Dr. Nicole Hodges for better description of the tissue condition underlying this phenomenon, which is relatively common in adult
tortoises of both sexes in Mississippi. Dr. Karen Rushing, Dr. James Askew, Alison Sharpe, Missy Dubisson and Kathy Shelton are again
thanked for long-term services in rehabilitative care and husbandry of waif tortoises in 2013.
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STATE REPORTS

South Carolina

Brett Moule

The most substantial event that occurred this past year was the successful translocation of 59 gopher tortoises from Florida to
Aiken Gopher Tortoise Heritage Preserve (AGTHP), Aiken County, South Carolina. Fifty-seven of the gopher tortoises were
divided based on sex ratio and released into one of three 1-hectare circular pens. Two of the 59 gopher tortoises displayed
signs of Upper Respiratory Tract Disease (URTD). They were quickly isolated from the remaining tortoises during our standard
processing procedures and released into a quarantined pen (an approximately 50 m x 50 m pen; a.k.a. Fort Knox). All 59 waif
tortoises appeared to have excavated burrows during 2013. Little sign was observed of tortoises walking the perimeter of the
pens or found outside the protection of a burrow during any of the site visits. Moreover, scat and browsing signs were
observed. These gopher tortoises appeared to have acclimated to their new surroundings.
Following the winter months and the 2013 prescribed burns (733 acres) on AGTHP, both the South Carolina Department of
Natural Resources (SCDNR) and the Savannah River Ecological Laboratory (SREL) staff surveyed approximately 540 acres and
located and marked the latitudinal and longitudinal coordinates of each burrow discovered. This survey included the 210-acre
area where the 2012/13 gopher tortoises were released. Moreover, the status of each burrow was identified as active,
inactive or damaged (i.e. unknown or mammalian). Also, following the February prescribed fires a low aerial altitude survey
was flown over the entire heritage preserve to ensure all gopher tortoise burrows were identified and marked during the
ground survey.
Unfortunately, the remains of four gopher tortoises were discovered during these surveys. The two previously mentioned
gopher tortoises were found dead. One was found following the 2013 prescribed fire; however, there was no indication that
the fire was the cause of the death (i.e. no flesh or internal organs present during the discovery). Moreover, there was no
indication that this individual was killed or preyed upon. The second gopher tortoise was removed from its designated pen and
killed by an adjacent landowner’s dog. Two additional deceased gopher tortoises were discovered; however, positive
identifications could not be determined for either gopher tortoise because the markings along the marginal scutes were
compromised or destroyed. We have taken a proactive approach to identify predator occurrence. Wildlife cameras have been
installed in critical locations and a monitoring program has begun.
Three new 1-hectare circular gopher tortoise holding pens have been erected at AGTHP. Also, two 3 m x 9 m x 2 m rectangle
juvenile holding pens have been installed within an existing 1-hectare pen.
SCDNR and SREL staff have begun working on three journal articles that will be submitted for publication in 2014. The
following are proposed titles/topics: 1) The movement, dispersal, and home range establishment of waif tortoises on the
AGTHP following penning, 2) The techniques and methodology used to establish a gopher tortoise population using waif
tortoises, and 3) Which silviculture method provides the optimum forage for the gopher tortoise in an established longleaf pine
ecosystem?
Land acquisitions continue at AGTHP and a 75-acre tract of land was added to the Preserve. After the completion of this
acquisition, the property is approximately 1700 acres in size.
Brett M. Moule completed his doctoral research which included a chapter that looks at a side-by-side comparison of which
cultural practice (prescribed fire, herbicide and mechanical mastication) will provide the optimum forage for the gopher
tortoise.
SCDNR staff coordinated the burning of approximately 733 acres at AGTHP and 500 acres at Tillman Sand Ridge Heritage
Preserve.

Thank you!

A special thanks to new GTC volunteers! To Noore Ghunaym for his recent help with the
GTC website and to Matthew Stoddard for helping kickstart the brochure translations.
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PUBLIC INFORMATION AND EDUCATION
Winners of the 2013 Donna J. Heinrich Environmental Education Grant-submitted by George Heinrich
The Gopher Tortoise Council’s Donna J. Heinrich 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.
The Council is interested in projects that will reach diverse and new audiences, focus on the importance
of the conservation of intact upland ecosystems, encourage community involvement, and have matching
funds
Nine proposals were received during the current grant period. We are pleased to announce that the
following three proposals were selected to receive funding. Congratulations to each of these
organizations and agencies.
Keystone Species Interpretation Signage (Coral Springs Nature Center & Wildlife Hospital; DBA: Sawgrass
Nature Center & Wildlife Hospital): $1,837.50
Gopher Tortoises - Heart of the Sandhills (Pasco County Environmental Lands): $1,314.00
Gopher Tortoise Burrow (Chinsegut Conservation Center): $359.80
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