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Message From a Co-Chair

Rachael Sulkers

As I take a welcome air-conditioned break from field work to draft this message, I admit that I
will take the heat and humidity of a southern summer to the slush and snow of a northern
winter anytime. Although I am not a southerner by birth, I am by choice. This decision will keep
me working with gopher tortoises and the Gopher Tortoise Council for many more years to
come. Although this is my final address to our members and constituents as co-chair, this will
not conclude my involvement with this dedicated and distinguished organization.
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It has been a privilege to serve as co-chair over the past two years. The prospect was
intimidating but with the support of our dedicated board we had a great two years. I am
sincerely grateful to every individual, organization, and company that gave their time, talent,
and resources to make these two years successful. I am very proud of the accomplishments
we have made. Here are just a few of the things we have accomplished together:


We created a new website! If you haven’t viewed it yet, please do so at http://
www.gophertortoisecouncil.org/



We put on a successful annual meeting that generated over $8,000 for general operating
funding for GTC.



We supported two working groups, The Minimum Viable Population and GT Health Working
Group.



We worked on defining a minimum viable gopher tortoise population size based on the
best scientific information available as well as a minimum reserve size needed to support
a viable gopher tortoise population.



We worked towards the identification of the number and distribution of viable gopher
tortoise populations necessary to ensure the long-term viability of the species.

 New Publications
 Committee Openings
Proposal Solicitations:


Donna J. Heinrich
Environmental Education
Grant



We partnered with private companies and individuals for meeting sponsorships to help
keep registration costs low while continuing to offer great conferences.



J. Larry Landers Student
Research Award



We continue to award thousands of dollars for student research and environmental
education projects.



We provided education and outreach in support of the gopher tortoise.



We provided landowner guidance and resources.

Contributed Article-by Jennifer
Howze-The Eastern Kingsnake
Upland Snake Conservation
Initiative-featuring the
Southern Hognose Snake
Thank you to our 2013
sponsors!

We continue to grow! Attendance, number of presenters, and sponsor activities at the annual
meeting indicate GTC is headed in the right direction. For the 2014 meeting, we are Georgiabound. The 36th Annual Gopher Tortoise Council Meeting will be October 16th-18th at Chehaw
Park in Albany, Georgia. The meeting’s theme is “Land Management and Priority Species
Conservation.” The Call for Abstracts is already available!

Continued on page 7...
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Please join us for the 36th Annual
Gopher Tortoise Council Annual Meeting
at Chehaw Park in Albany, GA
October 16‐18, 2014

For Registration visit the gopher tortoise council website:

http://www.gophertortoisecouncil.org/annual‐meeting
The meeting provides an excellent opportunity for students and professionals to present their work, share ideas, and collaborate
on projects. However, topics are not limited to gopher tortoises and can include any of the following topics related to upland
habitat and associated species:
Conservation

Commensal Species

Habitat Management/Restoration

Policy/Regulation

Monitoring/Field Techniques

Economics

Interdisciplinary Projects

General Ecology

** Student Travel awards will be available.
**Gopher Tortoise Habitat Management Field Day! One day registration is available for Friday!

See website for details!
Awards for best Student Presentation and Poster will be given!
Abstracts are due September 1, 2014
September 1, 2014 is the last day to get the discounted registration fee
for the GTC Annual Conference, so reserve your spot TODAY!

If you have any questions, please email Jessica McGuire at
jgonynor@gmail.com
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Student Spotlight
Impacts of Predation on Gopher Tortoise Nest and Hatchling Survival
by Michelina Dziadzio
Gopher tortoises (Gopherus polyphemus) are long-lived reptiles closely associated with the longleaf
pine ecosystem of the southeastern United States. Throughout their range, gopher tortoise populations
are in decline primarily due to habitat loss, but high rates of nest and hatchling predation may be
contributing to this decline. Gopher tortoises often deposit their eggs in the mound of sand at the
entrance of their burrow, called the apron, but will also nest in open sand away from burrows.
Predators such as the raccoon (Procyon lotor) may use visual cues including burrow aprons and soil
disturbance to locate tortoise nests, or use roads as movement corridors to locate nests along
roadsides (Figure 1). However, the effect of nest location on nest survival is not well documented.
Once the surviving eggs start to hatch, the juvenile tortoises are susceptible to a new group of
predators including the invasive red imported fire ant (Solenopsis invicta). Fire ants cannot penetrate
intact gopher tortoise eggs, but can attack hatchlings as they emerge from the egg. Fire ant stings can
kill hatchlings or may have sublethal effects such as reduced growth rates and movements.
I am conducting my Master's research at the Joseph W. Jones Ecological Research Center at Ichauway
in southwestern Georgia. My research has two components: examining gopher tortoise nest success at
different locations and studying the direct and indirect effects of fire ants on hatchling gopher tortoises.
To determine the impact of nest location on nest success, I constructed artificial nests with chicken
eggs to simulate natural gopher tortoise nests (Figure 1). Nest locations range from 0-100 meters from
roads and have been placed in one of three microhabitat types: within active burrow aprons, inactive
burrow aprons, or open areas away from burrows. I monitor nests for predation using motion sensing
cameras. In conjunction with artificial nests, I am monitoring natural gopher tortoise nests to assess
the validity of using artificial nest data as a surrogate for natural nest data (Figure 2).

Figure 1. Raccoon depredating
artificial nest (photo submitted by
M. Dziadzio)

Continued on next page...
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Student Spotlight continued...
I am using experimental enclosures, half of which are treated to reduce fire ant abundance, to study the
impacts of fire ants on gopher tortoise hatchlings. The other half of the enclosures have levels of fire ant
abundance similar to that of the rest of Ichauway. Once hatchlings emerge from nests, I will use radio
telemetry daily to monitor hatchling survival, movement patterns, and home range size. I hope this
research will provide a better understanding of the effects of nest and hatchling predation on gopher
tortoise populations to facilitate development of management strategies to conserve the species.

Figure 2. Nest with motion
sensing camera (photo by M.
Dziadzio)

Michelina is currently pursuing her M.S. in Forest
Resources with a concentration in Wildlife Ecology
and Management from the University of Georgia.

Keep track of Gopher Tortoise news and Council updates!
Find us on-
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Call for Abstracts-Oral and Poster Presentations
36th Annual Meeting of the Gopher Tortoise Council
Abstracts are due by September 1, 2014
Abstracts should be 300 words or less. The name, affiliation, address, email, and phone number of the corresponding author
should be provided with the abstract. Student abstracts should be clearly identified as such. An abbreviated heading including
the title and author name(s) should also appear before the abstract body (see example below). Abstracts must be submitted in
MS Word. See website for more details! http://www.gophertortoisecouncil.org/annual-meeting/
Please submit abstracts via e-mail to jgonynor@gmail.com AND
gtcabstracts@gmail.com

Have you seen these reptiles in Georgia?
Photo Credits: G. Miller, K. Stohlgren

The Georgia Department of Natural Resources (GADNR) is asking the public to report Georgia observations of the following
reptiles pictured below. Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnake (Crotalus adamanteus) (top left), Southern Hognose Snake
(Heterodon simus) (bottom left), Florida Pine Snake (Pituophis melanoleucus mugitus)(top right), and the Spotted Turtle
(Clemmys guttata) (bottom right). 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.
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ANNOUNCEMENTS
Gopher Tortoise Council’s
Donna J. Heinrich Environmental Education Grant
The GTC Environmental Education Grant was established to support educators and organizations committed to
developing educational projects about the gopher tortoise and the fascinating world in which it lives. The grant
also honors Donna June Heinrich, an environmental educator, whose life was dedicated to conserving wildlife
and their associated habitats.
Deadline for submission of each year’s proposals is August 31st. Applications may be downloaded from our web
site (www.gophertortoisecouncil.org) by clicking on the “Who We Are” tab followed by clicking on the “Grants
Program” tab.
All proposals must be submitted digitally. 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 please contact Jess McGuire at jgonynor@gmail.com. Please check website for more details.

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

Volunteer opportunities in Florida...
Florida FWC launches three new gopher tortoise volunteer programs
The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) is recruiting volunteers to help with gopher tortoise conservation
throughout Florida. Prospective volunteers can get involved and help with species conservation in the following program
areas. All volunteers must complete a FWC volunteer application and agreement in order to participate. Some programs have
more specific requirements noted below.
Mortality Data Collection
Volunteers are asked to document and notify FWC of dead or injured gopher tortoises. This is an observation-based program
that does not have a required time commitment. Mortality data is submitted to FWC either by completing the mortality form or
by using the online data portal (coming soon). Volunteers are required to complete an e-Learning course to review related
safety precautions. This program is open to everyone.
Waif Tortoise Transportation
The FWC is looking for volunteers who can help transport waif, rehabilitated, and sick or injured gopher tortoises to a
rehabilitation facility, a FWC-permitted waif site, or return the tortoise back to its original location (with FWC coordination/
guidance). To participate in this program, prospective volunteers must submit a volunteer application and then apply for and
obtain a FWC no-cost, 24-hour Temporary Rehabilitation permit. Transportation Guidelines for “Tortoise Taxi” volunteers will
be provided and must be adhered to while transporting and handling gopher tortoises as authorized by the permit. This
opportunity is only available to a limited number of volunteers (<10 per FWC region).
Silt Fence Installation
The FWC is recruiting volunteers who are able to install temporary fencing that will help increase site fidelity of relocated
gopher tortoises. Volunteers will be installing silt fencing on FWC-designated gopher tortoise recipient sites. Fence installation
involves the use of hand tools and the ability to work outdoors, sometimes in hot, humid, and buggy conditions.
For more information on becoming a FWC volunteer, please visit our website http://MyFWC.com/GopherTortoise. Prospective
volunteers can request an application by sending an email to: GTEvents@MyFWC.com, noting their location and program of
interest.

Message from a Co-Chair...continued from page 1

The GTC Annual Meeting is an event that brings together scientists from all disciplines, from government to academia to
consulting. Networking works best over socials and field trips and our meeting is the place for that. Oral and poster
presentations provide refreshing ideas for new projects or viewing existing projects in a new way. Collaborations and
connections are the reason to attend. No matter your age, this is a great way to publicize your ideas in our effort to conserve
the gopher tortoise and the habitat in which it lives.
If you are reading this, you are most likely already a member. However, we would like to challenge our dedicated followers to
help us increase our membership this year. Please send this newsletter to someone you feel would benefit from joining GTC. I
hope that if you are not already a member, you will consider joining and supporting an organization as timeworn and steadfast
as a tortoise.
Finally, helping young biologists develop their careers is an important activity of the GTC. We are hoping to put together a
professional development committee in the future that will assist young scientists and provide professional career guidance.
As you know, we have had an exciting two years. However, we still have challenges. It would be remiss of me not to
acknowledge a recent act of cruelty towards the species. On behalf of GTC I would like to thank everyone for their support of
the gopher tortoise and alerting us to the recent animal cruelty event that occurred in Clay County, Florida. The GTC does not
condone any act of animal cruelty and it is our desire that the laws designed to protect wildlife are upheld.
It is our hope that people will become more aware of the plight of the gopher tortoise and other upland wildlife species. Your
continued support is appreciated as the efforts of the GTC continue in support of conserving gopher tortoise populations and
their habitat. Visit http://www.gophertortoisecouncil.org/ to learn more about the gopher tortoise and how to get involved.
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The Upland Snake Conservation Initiative
Did you know...The USCI addresses many issues and research needs concerning southeastern upland snakes...
Many unique upland snakes are in peril within the southeastern United States. While efforts include all upland
snakes, emphasis will be placed on the following rare and endangered southeastern species: eastern
diamondback rattlesnake, eastern indigo snake; southern hognose snake; eastern coachwhip; eastern kingsnake,
short-tailed snake; and the northern, Florida and black pine snakes.

CONTRIBUTED ARTICLE

by Jennifer Howze

Ecology of the Eastern Kingsnake in a Longleaf Pine Forest
Historically, eastern kingsnakes (Lampropeltis getula) were common throughout much of the Southeast (Carr
1940; Gibbons 1977; Krysko and Smith 2005). However, they have become increasingly rare in parts of their
southern range (Krysko 2002, 2008; Krysko and Smith 2005; Winne et al. 2007; Stapleton et al. 2008). Habitat
fragmentation and loss, road mortality, natural succession of uplands, and collection for the pet trade have all
been implicated as potential contributing factors to population declines (Wilson and Porras 1983; Krysko 2001,
2002; Ernst and Ernst 2003; Winne et al. 2007). Adult kingsnakes reach an average length of 90-122 cm (3-4 ft)
and feed on a wide array of prey such as snakes, lizards, rodents, rabbits, shrews, amphibians, and birds (Conant
and Collins 1998; Jenkins et al. 2001; Ernst and Ernst 2003; Winne et al. 2007; Krysko 2008).
On Ichauway (Jones Ecological Center near Newton, Georgia), over the last ten years, we have captured 435
eastern kingsnakes using traps associated with the long-term predator exclosure study and through incidental
capture along roads. Using radio telemetry, we found that snakes most often used natural longleaf pine (Pinus
palustris) and hardwood forest habitat types (Steen et al. 2010). Mean home range size was 50 ha (120 ac) and
did not differ between male and female snakes (Linehan et al. 2010). Kingsnakes were cryptic and spent a
majority of their time underground or concealed under cover, particularly in stump holes and small mammal
burrows. They exhibited high site fidelity and often returned to the same refugia over time, indicating the
importance of habitat structure. Finally, we found that kingsnakes were most active during the daytime and daily
activity was best predicted by humidity, air temperature, soil temperature, and light intensity (Howze and Smith
2012).
We believe that Ichauway’s relatively undisturbed, contiguous habitat, and abundance of below-ground refuges
(small mammal burrows and stumpholes) explains the persistence of an apparently stable population. Additional
studies examining other populations, especially those that are located in marginal habitats, can be used in
comparison to the Ichauway population to aid in understanding potential threats and in identifying conservation
opportunities for this important inhabitant of the longleaf pine ecosystem.
See literature cited…next page
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Eastern Kingsnake...
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Check out the cool video from Archbold Biological Station…”Tortoises in Disney 3D” at the
link below!
http://vimeo.com/99487794
Creation of a juvenile gopher tortoise model in 3-D by Dr. Betsie Rothermel
and intern Gabriel Kamener to observe...Predator Attacks!
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ANNOUNCEMENTS
NOMINATIONS FOR 2014 GTC 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 special
awards (described below) presented at our annual meeting. Please send nominations for 2014 awards by September 15 to
lora.smith@jonesctr.org. We ask that you provide a little background as to why you think this individual is deserving of a
particular award along with your nomination. Thank you for your help!
Gopher Tortoise Council Awards
Distinguished Service Award- presented to those who have consistently offered years of service to the Council.
Lifetime Service Award- presented to individuals 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.
Auffenberg and Franz Conservation Award – presented to individuals with life time accomplishments and
organizations with long-term efforts in conserving gopher tortoises and upland ecosystems. We should think broadly in
choosing recipients for this award. The first recipients for this award were Walter Auffenberg and Dick Franz,
presented at the 2003 Annual meeting (our 25th meeting).

New Publications
Godley, J.S. and P.E. Moler. 2013. Population declines of eastern indigo snake (Drymarchon couperi) over three decades in
the Gulf Hammock Wildlife Management Area, Florida, USA. Herpetological Conservation and Biology 8: 359-365.
Richter, S.C., E.M. O’Neill, S.O. Nunziata, A. Rumments, E.S. Gustin, J.E. Young, and B.I. Crother. 2014. Cryptic diversity and
conservation of gopher frogs across the Southeastern United States. Copeia 2014, No. 2: 231-237.
Steen, D.A., C.J.W. McClure, W.B. Sutton, D.C. Rudolph, J.B. Pierce, J.R. Lee, L.L. Smith, B.B. Gregory, D.L. Baxley, D.J.
Stevenson, and C. Guyer. 2014. Copperheads are common when kingsnakes are not: Relationships between the
abundances of a predator and one of their prey. Herpetologica 70: 69-76.

GTC NEEDS YOU!
We have several positions available on various GTC committees. Please consider volunteering!
Public Information and Education Committee- Responsible for outreach and developing and distributing education
materials
Awards Committee - Solicits nominations and maintain lists of candidates and maintains list of award winners.
Upland Snake Conservation Initiative -Maintains lists of contacts regarding upland snake questions/issues and
coordinates with GTC board and newsletter staff concerning relevant issues. Provide/maintain database of latest
research
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The Upland Snake Conservation Initiative folks have been busy! Check out the informational sheet on the
southern hognose below-created by Beth Schlimm!

Spotlight on… Kelsey Jordan! For
creating original new artwork for us to
use!
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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
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Newsletter of The Gopher Tortoise Council
Directory of 2014 Gopher Tortoise Council Officers,
Committee Chairs, and State Representatives
Please view the GTC website (below) for contact information

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

Co-chairs
Rachael Sulkers
Jess Gonynor McGuire
Secretary
Connie Henderson
Membership Secretary
Will Knox
Treasurer
Don Stillwaugh

State Representatives

Newsletter Editor
Cyndi Gates

Jim Godwin

Website Manager
Jessica Gonynor McGuire

Deborah Burr

Alabama

Florida

Georgia
Standing Committee Chairs

Jen Howze

Nominating Committee
Lora Smith

Louisiana
Keri Landry

Public Information and Education Committee
vacant
Upland Snake Conservation Committee
Jen Howze
Research Advisory Committee
Bob Herrington

Mississippi
Tom Mann
South Carolina
Brett Moule
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