
What a great meeting!  Thank you to everyone who attended and helped 
organize this year’s annual meeting in Albany, Georgia! We had over 100 
people in attendance throughout the weekend. I would like to thank Chehaw 
Park for being amazing hosts and donating the meeting space! From the food 
to the nightly bonfires (with s’mores, I might add), they really exceeded 
expectations. We had 30 talks including ten student presentations plus 17 
posters including twelve presented by students!  Prior to the meeting, the 
Health Working Group met to discuss disease issues and waif tortoises. 
 
Reggie Thackston of the Georgia Dept. of Natural Resources was our keynote 
speaker.  He kicked off the meeting with a great talk on how programs can 
help conserve and manage the habitat important to both quail and the gopher 
tortoise. My favorite quote of the talk: “The tortoise burrow is like an air raid 
shelter for quail.” The talks that followed were thought- provoking and geared 
toward habitat management. After lunch we switched it up a little and loaded 
into the trucks, vans, and trailers for a forest management tour.  We visited 
various parts of Chehaw Park to discuss management activities as they related 
to the gopher tortoise and other upland species. Thank you to all of the 
speakers and for the great questions and discussion from the participants! We 
got a special treat and were taken on a brief tour through the “veldt” where we 
got up close and personal with some exotic ungulates! It was a long day but a 
good one. I would also like to thank the Jones Ecological Research Center for 
allowing us to use the trailers for the forestry management tour.  
 
The student presentation competition was fierce this year.  First Place for oral 
presentations went to Jeff Goessling (Auburn University) with 2nd Place to Scott 
Martin (Towson University). There was a tie for 3rd between Tom Radzio (Drexel 
University) and Nicole White (University of Georgia).  The 1st Place student 
poster award went to Gabriel Kamener (University of Florida), 2nd Place to 
Michael Yuan (Cornell University) and 3rd Place to Meredith Bolen 
(Westminster College).  It was a real treat to see the tortoise fossil that 
Meredith brought with her.  The J. Larry Landers Award was presented to 
Daniel Quinn, Nicole White, and Alex Wright.  Look for other awards presented 
at the meeting on pages 18-21!  
 
Finally, I thank the GTC board for their help with the meeting and with tasks 
throughout the year.  The Council relies on volunteers and couldn’t function 
without them.  We also appreciate everyone who bid at the silent auction 
where we took in $850.  Silent auction proceeds fund the education awards. 
With that, I am happy to also welcome our new Education Committee Chair, 
Ericha Shelton-Nix, and our new Nominating Committee Chair, Sharon 
Hermann. Will Dillman was also voted in as the new South Carolina state 
representative.  I would also like to thank our outgoing co-chair Rachael 
Sulkers for all of her hard work the past couple of years.  Welcome to our 
incoming co-chair, Keri Landry, who will host next year’s meeting in Louisiana.  

Message From a Co-Chair                 Jess McGuire 
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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 
2014. 

 
Auburn University/Alabama Natural Heritage Program Statewide Gopher Tortoise Study- Jim Godwin, Jeff 
Goessling, and Sharon Hermann (Auburn University) 
 
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, Department of Biological Sciences. 
Over a four year period, basic data are being acquired relative to the current distribution and abundance 
of the gopher tortoise in the state to include public and 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 plan will be developed for translocation and population 
augmentation with recommendations and protocol pertaining to donor and recipient sites and 
methodologies.  Line Transect Distance Sampling (LTDS) has been completed in Geneva State Forest 
and two tracts in Conecuh National Forest including one site that is being evaluated as a secondary 
release site for the eastern indigo snake.   

Gopher tortoise upper respiratory tract disease (URTD) surveys have continued, including the addition of 
a new population in Geneva County, as well as additional surveying in Covington County. While 
diagnostic results are not yet finalized, tortoises showing symptoms of URTD were found in Geneva 
County in low frequency. Additionally, experiments continue on campus at Auburn University 
investigating interactions between the environment and physiological responses of gopher tortoises. 
Specifically, studies aim to investigate immunological parameters related to the environment. These 
parameters include baseline immunological performance across thermal and seasonal changes, 
thermoregulatory responses to acute bacterial infection, and how immunological responses may be 
affected by physiological stress.  

A master’s thesis study on the viability of selected Gopher Tortoise populations in Conecuh National 
Forest and Geneva State Forest is underway.  Helen Tripp is under the direction of Dr. Robert Gitzen, 
School of Forestry and Wildlife, and Dr. Sharon Hermann, Department of Biological Sciences. 

Auburn University participated in the second Gopher Tortoise Minimum Viability Population (MVP) 
Worskshop held at the Solon Dixon Center in March.  

Alabama Dept. of Conservation and Natural Resources (ADCNR)-State Lands Division- Eric Soehren  
 
Wehle Nature Preserve has been a recipient site of gopher tortoises from outlying counties.  A total of 
55 tortoises was translocated between 2006 and 2009.  Results of surveys through 2013 have shown  

 Continued on page 3 



that only 13 tortoises (24%) have remained on-site.  Barbour Wildlife Management Area (WMA), with 
tortoise-suitable soils, is adjacent to Wehle Nature Center and emigration off Wehle Nature Center onto 
Barbour WMA is thought to be a possible cause for the loss of tortoises.  We successfully trapped a 
Wehle-marked gopher tortoise off the tract on adjacent Barbour WMA adding to our number of 
“retained” individuals from initial translocations.  Additional surveys (LTDS to be performed by Auburn) 
may reveal new burrows elsewhere on Barbour WMA that can be followed up for identifying additional 
Wehle tortoises.  A “new” adult gopher tortoise was encountered and marked on Pleasant Hill Road 
adjacent to Wehle.  Origin of this individual is unknown but it was pleasing to find an unmarked tortoise 
near the Wehle property.  Two juvenile gopher tortoise burrows were discovered in 2013/2014 
providing evidence of recruitment on the Wehle Tract. 
 
A prescription burn was performed on 370 acres on the northern half of the Wehle tract on March 
2014.  Burning continues on a staggered 2-year regime between the north and south ends of the 
property. 

 
ADCNR-Division of Wildlife and Freshwater Fisheries (DWFF)- Traci Wood and Ericha Nix, ADCNR 
 
Ericha Nix has been appointed the new Gopher Tortoise lead within ADCNR.   
 
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 projects approximating 1,300 acres were restored for 
longleaf and approximately 2,000 acres are projected for longleaf restoration and management in 
2014 with all of this acreage targeting habitat improvements for tortoises. 
 
Division of Wildlife and Freshwater Fisheries has acquired a 3,600-acre tract adjacent to Geneva State 
Forest that will be included in the Geneva State Forest Wildlife Management Area.  Map surveys 
indicate the presence of soils suitable to support the gopher tortoise and preliminary surveys have 
located several clusters of occupied burrows. 
 
Auburn University/Alabama Natural Heritage Program Statewide Pocket Gopher Study- Michael Barbour 
and Bob Gitzen, Auburn University 

Southeastern pocket gopher (Geomys pinetis) surveys were conducted to identify the current 
distribution of the species in Alabama.  Historic pocket gopher locations were compiled from museum 
specimens, published records, and biodiversity databases.  Mammalogists and other biologists also 
were contacted to request information on locations at which they had observed pocket gophers or 
pocket gopher mounds in the past.  Additional areas of potential occupancy were identified by 
examining aerial photos for the presence of pocket gopher mounds.  All sites at which pocket gophers 
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had been observed in the past and potentially occupied areas identified from aerial photos were 
searched for the presence of pocket gopher mounds.   Southeastern pocket gophers are patchily 
distributed in Alabama but can be locally common.  We confirmed the presence of pocket gophers from 
approximately 20 clusters from Barbour, Bullock, Coffee, Crenshaw, Escambia, Henry, Houston, Macon, 
Montgomery, Pike, and Russell counties.  We did not find evidence of pocket gophers at any sites 
previously occupied in Autauga and Baldwin counties.   

The range of the southeastern pocket gopher in Alabama now appears to be mostly restricted to the 
Choctawhatchee and Apalachicola basins.  One cluster in Macon County extends into the Coosa-
Tallapoosa Basin and one cluster was found in the Coosa-Tallapoosa Basin in Montgomery County.  All 
other occupied sites were found within the Choctawhatchee or Apalachicola basins. Pocket gophers were 
found at slightly less than half the locations that Skelley and Kovarik (2001) reported occupied.  However, 
they were found at one site in Crenshaw County at which Skelly and Kovarik did not confirm pocket 
gopher presence.  Additional surveys will be conducted within the next year. 

 

Alabama state report continued 

Georgia                                          Jen Howze 

Gopher Tortoise Conservation/Research 

During the most recent fiscal year, the Nongame Conservation Section with the Georgia Dept. of 
Natural Resources (GADNR) continued line transect distance sampling (LTDS) at 16 sites to derive 
tortoise density and examine demographics. Habitat suitability was also evaluated at these sites and 
areas where tortoises could be relocated to augment the population were identified. 

Six sites surveyed in 2013-2014 had populations exceeding 250 tortoises, a number that met the 
MVP standard needed to ensure a long term, sustainable population. Fall Line Sandhills WMA was 
resurveyed using LTDS six years after baseline data were collected. The population was found to have 
doubled in size and now meets the MVP standard. This dramatic population increase is in part due to 
the intensive habitat restoration taking place there.   

Nongame Conservation staff (GADNR) has been augmenting the population at Yuchi WMA, a site with 
extensive suitable tortoise habitat but very low density of tortoises, with adult tortoises displaced by 
development elsewhere and with juvenile tortoises hatched and head-started from eggs collected at 
stable populations on other sites. Twelve juvenile tortoises with attached radio-transmitters were 
released in soft-release pens for a three week period then were allowed to roam free once they 
became well-acclimated to the site. University of Georgia (UGA) student, Daniel Quinn (oral 
presentation at GTC 2014), is evaluating growth, habitat use, home range, and survivorship.  Next 
year, another batch of hatchlings from 104 eggs collected this year will be released. 

Clint Moore (U.S. Geological Survey) and Jeff Hepinstall-Cymerman (UGA) are working with the 
students listed below to address gopher tortoise habitat mapping and population modeling across the 
range of gopher tortoises in Georgia.  The overall goal of their research is to develop an adaptive 
landscape planning and decision framework to be implemented by GADNR to make better state-wide  

          Continued on page 5  
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land management decisions for the conservation of gopher tortoises.  The project includes 
components focused on gopher tortoise habitat requirements (Rachel Bormann, UGA, poster at GTC 
2014), demographic modeling (Bryan Nuse, post-doc, poster at GTC 2014) and optimal reserve 
design (Nahid Jafariasbagh, post-doc), as well as field work at the Jones Center with Lora Smith to 
improve understanding of tortoise demography and movement at decadal time scales (Alex Wright, 
UGA, poster at GTC 2014).   

Michelina Dziadzio (UGA, oral presentation at GTC 2014) is studying the effect of predation on gopher 
tortoise nest and hatchling survival at the Jones Center with Lora Smith and Steven Castleberry.  

Brittany Mixon (Valdosta State, poster at GTC 2014) is examining radio frequency identification 
monitoring of gopher tortoises at Moody Air Force Base, GA, with Mitch Lockhart. 

Tom Radzio (Drexel University, oral presentation at GTC 2014) is studying the energetic strategy and 
habitat requirements of neonate gopher tortoises at the Wade Tract.  

Jayme Jones (Georgia Southwestern, oral presentation at GTC 2014) is studying burrow habitat and 
microclimate of gopher tortoises at Chehaw Park in Albany, Georgia. 

 

Upland Species Research/Conservation 

Rick Bauer (Georgia Sea Turtle Center, oral presentation at GTC 2014) is studying survivorship and 
home range of head-started juvenile eastern box turtles.  

 

Gopher Frog Restoration 

The gopher frog is state-listed as rare in Georgia. They depend on fishless wetlands where breeding 
and tadpole development occur and on intact upland sandhill habitats where adults survive within 
gopher tortoise burrows. Gopher frogs have been found on fewer than ten state properties due to 
habitat loss and alteration throughout their range in Georgia. In 2007, the Nongame Conservation 
Section (GADNR) began a project that involved collecting gopher frog eggs from healthy populations, 
rearing them to late-stage tadpoles or post-metamorphic froglets, and releasing them at an 
unoccupied but high-quality protected site at Williams Bluffs Preserve in Early County.  The objective is 
to establish a self-sustaining breeding population. Throughout the Fall Line Sandhills Region of the 
Southeast, biologists reported scant breeding by gopher frogs during the 2014 season.  No egg 
masses were found at our donor populations in Georgia despite extensive searches.  The cause of this 
reduction in breeding activity is unknown, but hopefully is an anomaly.  Needless to say, no froglets 
were produced for release.  However, in late February multiple male gopher frogs were heard calling 
at the Williams Bluff  release pond and a spent egg mass of the species was found.  Despite the lack 
of breeding in the Fall Line Sandhills populations, evidence of breeding in this reintroduced southwest 
Georgia population was documented for the second year in a row indicating continued stability.  

           Continued on page 6 
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Habitat Management/Restoration 

Georgia permanently protects 31,840 acres of tortoise habitat on state lands. The Wildlife 
Resources Division (WRD) of GADNR conducted the following land management activities needed to 
manage for good quality tortoise habitat: prescribed burning (18,790 acres), pine thinning or clear-
cutting (1,809 acres), invasive plant removal (2,211 acres), longleaf pine planting (1,005 acres), 
and native warm-season grass planting (102 acres). Additionally, through the Multi-State Sandhills 
Ecological Restoration Project (funded by two competitive State Wildlife Grants), GADNR-WRD 
assisted private landowners with prescribed burns totaling 7,427 acres, longleaf pine plantings 
totaling 52 acres, and mechanical removal of encroaching hardwoods on 35 acres.  

During the reporting period, GADNR acquired 6,809 acres of new tortoise habitat through the 
approval of numerous conservation easements and the purchase of the Rocky Hammock Tract (an 
addition to Flat Tub WMA). 

Education/Outreach 

Several publications/documents, electronic newsletter articles, workshops, and events aimed at 
increasing awareness for gopher tortoise conservation among both professionals and the general 
public were produced and/or conducted during the past year.  Lastly, GADNR-WRD hosted two 
important meetings to further conservation of the species including the Minimum Viable Population 
workshop (March 2013) and the annual Candidate Conservation Agreement (CCA) Team meeting 
(July 2013).  Both were held at the Charlie Elliott Wildlife Center in Mansfield.  

Georgia state report continued 

The gopher tortoise (Gopherus polyphemus) is a State-designated Threatened species in Florida.  In order 
to conserve the species and its habitat the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) 
published its first Gopher Tortoise Management Plan in 2007.  The revised 2012 Gopher Tortoise 
Management Plan is intended to guide the continued conservation of the gopher tortoise in Florida 
through 2022.  The plan places an emphasis on landowner incentives, habitat management, and 
maintaining the gopher tortoise as a keystone species through commensal species conservation.  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   
Increased efforts have been made to engage Florida residents in gopher tortoise conservation.  The 
Gopher Tortoise Conservation Program now offers three types of volunteer opportunities for Florida 
residents to help protect and conserve the gopher tortoise.  These volunteer opportunities include gopher 
tortoise mortality data collection, waif gopher tortoise transportation, and silt fence installation.  The 
program has utilized student interns who have contributed approximately 450 hours over the past fiscal 
year to help implement actions in the management plan.  The FWC is recruiting citizen scientists to help 
conserve gopher tortoises.  A new smartphone application, the “Florida Gopher Tortoise” is available on 
both iPhoneTM and AndroidTM.  Citizens can use the app to learn more about the biology and life history 
of the species, test their gopher tortoise knowledge with a quiz, and submit photos of gopher tortoises  
                      Continued on page 7 

Florida                                      Deborah Burr 
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to FWC.  These photos will be used in an online interactive map that displays where gopher tortoises 
have been seen in Florida.  In addition to the new smartphone application, new outreach materials were 
created and distributed during this reporting period.  These materials include the Gopher Tortoise 
Rehabilitation Release Guidelines, the Help the FWC Protect Gopher Tortoises video, A Landowners 
Guide to Managing Gopher Tortoise Habitat brochure, and five gopher tortoise educational banners.  
Over 6,700 copies of A Guide to Living with Gopher Tortoises were distributed to local governments, 
schools, nature centers, and Florida residents.  The poster Got Gophers, Get Permits is continuously 
distributed to planning councils, county and city building departments, and local permitting offices.  More 
than 2,800 Safe Roads placards have been distributed and are available at Florida Visitor Centers, state 
parks, highway rest stops and local parks.  All publications are also available to download at 
MyFWC.com/GopherTortoise and at each of FWC’s Regional Offices.  Utilizing staff and student interns, 
the Gopher Tortoise Conservation Program hosted and/or participated in 19 outreach events during the 
year including five local government workshops, one Authorized Gopher Tortoise Agent workshop, three 
Law Enforcement training events, and ten other outreach events including wildlife festivals, the Wakulla 
County and Leon County Senior Centers, Riversink Elementary School, Creating the Next Generation that 
Cares event, The FWC Outdoor Experience and the Taylor County 4-H event.  
 
Permitting  
  
The FWC has continued to work with stakeholders to discuss and explore possible solutions to 
challenges encountered with gopher tortoise permitting and conservation issues.  Constant discussion 
on implementing new improvements to the guidelines occurs with help from the stakeholders.  Through 
the recipient site permit program (a voluntary program in which landowners may use their lands with 
suitable habitat to receive gopher tortoises from development sites), approximately 14,400 acres of 
gopher tortoise habitat have been protected through permanent conservation easements.  Under these 
permits, private landowners can accept gopher tortoises relocated from development sites and assess a 
monetary charge to the developer for accepting the tortoises.  In exchange, the recipient site landowners 
agree to manage and protect the habitat for gopher tortoises in perpetuity.  Currently, 39 recipient sites 
with an available capacity of 30,118 tortoises are permitted.  During this reporting period, 3,554 
tortoises were authorized for relocation by FWC-issued permits.   
Following recommendations from a scientific study looking at viability of gopher tortoise populations and 
survivorship of hatchlings and juveniles on improved pasture, FWC staff and stakeholders have identified 
additional conservation measures for recipient sites with improved pasture.  These measures include 
limiting the percent of improved pasture as part of the overall recipient site, requiring at least 10% 
patchy shade in improved pasture areas to provide cover from weather and predators, and reducing the 
overall permitted gopher tortoise density for improved pasture areas.  
 
Population Restoration and Monitoring  
  
The FWC has entered into a memorandum of agreement (MOA) and formed a partnership with Nokuse 
Plantation, the St. Joe Company, St. Joe Foundation, and the Humane Society of the United States to 
promote humane relocation of gopher tortoises from previously permitted incidental take sites.  The FWC 
also approved Avalon Plantation (owned by Ted Turner) in Jefferson County, Florida, to receive up to 
1,300 gopher tortoises on well-managed, protected habitat from previously permitted incidental take 
permit sites.  To date, Avalon has released more than 140 tortoises on-site into the temporary 
enclosures.             Continued on page 8 

Florida state report continued 
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Florida state report continued  

To better understand gopher tortoise population distribution and trends, a new surveying technique 
adopted by range-wide partners has been implemented in Florida.  Under a three-year contract (funded in 
part by a federal grant) with The Joseph W. Jones Ecological Research Center, initial pilot surveys have 
been completed on 33 select state conservation lands in Florida.  Full surveys using Line Transect 
Distance Sampling (LTDS) are underway for at least 25 of those sites with initial results expected later 
this year and throughout next year.  Also under the aforementioned contract, the Jones Center staff 
trained 21 state land managers and biologists on using the LTDS survey methodology in July.    
  
Waifs  
  
The FWC continued with efforts to identify solutions for waif tortoises.  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 them on their 
property as a “waif tortoise recipient site”.  Two waif sites in Polk County and the City of Palatka were 
established and a total of 12 tortoises have found permanent homes at these locations.  Under a current 
MOA with the South Carolina Department of Natural Resources, there is also an ongoing effort to restock 
gopher tortoises where they are currently depleted from public lands in South Carolina through the waif 
program; 16 tortoises were relocated to the Aiken Gopher Tortoise Preserve during this past year bringing 
the total number of tortoises to 80 since 2012.    
 
Disease  
  
To further the ability of land managers and researchers in identifying illness and better assess health 
status the Handbook on Gopher Tortoise (Gopherus polyphemus) Health Evaluation Procedures for Use 
by Land Managers and Researchers has been linked on the FWC website.  The FWC is working with 
permitted recipient sites to develop a site-specific and adaptive protocol in the event of mortalities in the 
future.   
 
Incentives  
  
The FWC continues to work closely with public and non-profit organizations to identify and provide 
incentives for gopher tortoise conservation on private lands.  Staff regularly participates in workshops 
that promote conservation opportunities and habitat management incentives for private landowners to 
benefit wildlife on their property.  The FWC continues to use Geographic Information Systems (GIS) to 
help identify high quality gopher tortoise habitat throughout Florida.  Outreach to landowners with 
suitable gopher tortoise habitat and a potential interest in conservation-based incentives for wildlife has 
begun.  The Payment for Ecosystem Services pilot incentive program was implemented this past year.  
The initial five contracts were completed and 6,047 acres have been conserved which resulted in 
$60,470 in payments to landowners.  The pilot project has concluded and the final results are being 
discussed. However, implementation of this incentive program will not occur until a sustainable funding 
source is secured.   
 
Habitat management  
  
During this past year, $148,723 in funding assistance was provided to assist gopher tortoise habitat 
management activities that benefited more than 1,604 acres under local government ownership.  
                    Continued on page 9 
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Florida state report continued 

Through coordination with public and non-government organizations, including The Nature Conservancy’s 
Fire Strike Team program and contracted vendors, approximately 40,139 acres of gopher tortoise habitat 
were conserved through prescribed fire and other habitat management activities on both public and 
private lands during this past year.    
  
Commensals  
  
Multiple studies are underway to learn more about the biology of commensal species. The FWC is 
finalizing the results of a 5-year study on winter-breeding of amphibians (including gopher frogs). An 
occupancy modeling study for striped newts and gopher frogs at multiple sites was conducted.  So far in 
2014, ca. 580 ponds on 64 conservation lands have been surveyed.  A study on gopher frog genetics will 
help determine the amount of gene flow and degree of genetic variation among gopher frog populations 
in different geographical locations of known or suspected occupancy in Florida that may be genetically 
isolated by natural or manmade barriers. A gopher frog translocation study was initiated with a plan to 
radio-track 15-20 gopher frogs at Jennings State Forest and then to translocate 15-20  frogs from Camp 
Blanding a year later and compare movements and survival between resident and translocated frogs. 
However, due to the lack of frogs large enough for transmitters the study was put on hold possibly until 
spring 2015.   
 
Dr. Terry Doonan (FWC Mammal Coordinator) is assessing the genetic structure of the statewide Florida 
mouse population for more effective conservation and management. The primary purpose of this study is 
to determine whether genetic differences exist locally or regionally among populations across the range of 
the Florida mouse.    
 
The FWC Fish and Wildlife Research Institute staff are collaborating on “rules-based” and “Maxent” 
potential habitat models for the eastern indigo snake in Florida. A manuscript is being prepared 
comparing the two models and predicting the future status of the species based upon development 
trends and habitat fragmentation.  The FWC and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) have been 
working together under a revised Section 6 agreement to develop a regulatory framework for the eastern 
indigo snake in Florida.  If approved, the state and the USFWS would be able to issue permits and assess 
mitigation for impacts to indigo snakes in Florida.  Currently the State of Florida does not issue permits 
for Federally-listed species. Finally, FWC biologists are conducting upland snake surveys and reviewing 
data collected from opportunistic sightings to assess the status of the eastern diamondback rattlesnake, 
Florida pine snake, southern hognose snake, and short-tailed snake.   
 
Law enforcement  
  
To enhance the protection and conservation of gopher tortoises and gopher tortoise habitat statewide, 
program staff conducts training for FWC Law Enforcement officer recruits.  This additional training will 
help FWC officers address wildlife complaints related to gopher tortoises in an effective and consistent 
manner statewide.  Also the team has completed revisions and distributed the Law Enforcement Training 
Manual around the state.  Just this year, FWC law enforcement has made numerous arrests of individuals 
who have illegally “taken” gopher tortoises for human consumption and animal abuse as well as burrow 
impacts as a precursor to development activities.    
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Louisiana               Keri Landry 

The Louisiana Dept. of Wildlife and Fisheries (LDWF) is continuing to work on gopher tortoise population 
estimates and distribution statewide on major concentrated areas including Sandy Hollow WMA, Ben's 
Creek (Weyerhaeuser), Lee Memorial Forest (Louisiana State University), Bogue Chitto National Wildlife 
Refuge, two major pipeline rights-of-way, and a newly discovered concentration on a powerline (Entergy) 
right-of-way. Historical records are also being assessed and updated.  LDWF has partnered with 
Weyerhaeuser and the National Wild Turkey Federation to improve gopher tortoise habitat through 
herbicide and prescribed fire treatment on 549 acres adjacent to burrows on Ben's Creek. The herbicide 
work was completed in November 2014 and a prescribed burn is scheduled for January 2015. Avian, 
gopher tortoise, and vegetation surveys were conducted prior to treatment and will be conducted post-
treatment in 2015. This habitat improvement is funded through the Multi-State Sandhills/Upland Pine 
Restoration grant, which also funded prescribed fire and mechanical understory removal on 
approximately 1,724 acres on Sandy Hollow WMA.  LDWF is exploring the opportunity to purchase and 
restore a 1,800-acre loblolly pine tract (historically longleaf) in St. Tammany parish which currently has 
tortoises, some mature longleaf, and pitcher plant bogs on the property. In 2014, LDWF has finally 
documented several mating events caught on camera at Sandy Hollow WMA and on privately-owned 
property where tortoises were not previously documented.  

Ten adult waif gopher tortoises were received and assessed for Upper Respiratory Tract Disease (URTD); 
three adult females tested negative and were released in a new enclosure on Sandy Hollow during 
August 2014 and 1 female (transplant from Mississippi) was graciously given back to our neighbors in 
MS after URTD testing. Of the remaining six waif tortoises, three have died of suspected pneumonia, one 
male tested negative and will be released with the penned females in spring 2015 (Woohoo!).  The other 
two tortoises (one male, one female) will be released in 2015 pending favorable test results. We are 
continuing to increase education/outreach to landowners and private citizens on gopher tortoises and 
the importance of not removing them from their natural habitat. The gopher tortoise has also been 
featured in a television series with the Louisiana pine snake that aired this year along with multiple 
newspaper and magazine articles.  

Request for Information  
Michael Yabsley and I are excited to share our new tortoise tick website with you! http://yabsleyugalab.weebly.com/ticks-of-
tortoises.html. 

We really hope this makes it easier for people to report their tick sightings.  In addition, we will provide instructions to those 
interested in sending a few ticks to us.  

I know you all are getting bombarded with "report your sightings" but your observations are valuable and can help with 
important conservation/management questions. To my desert tortoise friends, we would love your contributions too!  Simply 
clarify the tortoise species in the comments.  

Please let me know if you have any questions. If you happen to keep track of ticks in your field notes, and are willing to share 
past records, that would also be welcome.  

Cheers!  

Jess Gonynor McGuire PhD 
Wildlife Biologist 
Gopher Tortoise Council Co-Chair 
jgonynor@gmail.com 
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Gopher Tortoise Health Working Group: Waif and Disease Meeting- Jess McGuire and Deb Burr 

On Thursday, October 16, prior to the GTC Annual Meeting nearly 30 people gathered to discuss issues 
related to waif and sick gopher tortoises. I would like to thank our speakers and facilitators for making 
this working group meeting a success.  A huge thank you to Merry Acres Inn for hosting us in the 
meeting space at no cost!  
 
The goal of the meeting was to discuss and review current state policies and procedures for waif 
tortoises, identify gaps and/or differences in handling waif tortoises, consider suggestions for 
standardizing policies and procedures among states, discuss emerging gopher tortoise health issues, 
identify protocols for handling sick/waif tortoises, identify the best avenue for range-wide coordination/
collaboration, and discuss development of an online portal of resources.  Thanks to Heather Fenton 
(Southeastern Cooperative Wildlife Disease Study-University of Georgia) for giving the group an overview 
of tortoise diseases in the Southeast.  A small committee will be tasked with collating and distributing 
the meeting notes in addition to drafting suggested Standard Operating Protocols.  We were also treated 
to a presentation given by Dick Franz describing outreach efforts concerning gopher tortoises at the 
Water Works Environmental Education Center in Palatka, Florida.   If you couldn’t make it to the meeting 
and you are interested in being involved please email Jess McGuire.  

Students!  Hear Ye!  Hear Ye!   
This was another great year for student presentations at the Annual Meeting!  If you didn’t get a chance to 
share your work at the meeting, or if you are so excited you can’t stop talking about it,  here’s an 
opportunity for you! 
 

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

 
 
Check it out!  Look for updates to the Gopher Tortoise  
Bibliography-coming soon to the GTC website! 
 
 
 
A special thank you to Matt Hinderliter for all his efforts  
on this on-going project! 
 

 Illustration by Wesley Gates 
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Mississippi              Tom Mann 

Status Overview/Information Request 

The Recruitment Deficit-Although there are still hundreds of more or less discrete tortoise populations 
scattered among 19 counties, recruitment is negligible to non-existent at most sites that have been 
surveyed. There are surely multiple contributing causes for this (as noted in previous reports), but it 
appears that the nearly ubiquitous fire ant is a very important factor.  It appears that fire ants have a 
greater impact in longleaf savannas underlain by well-drained to moderately well drained soils (as 
demonstrated previously with Deborah Epperson’s work at Camp Shelby) than on excessively well-drained 
soils (sandhill soils) given the preference for fine particles used in mound construction. Most soils suitable 
for tortoises in Mississippi (MS) are well-drained to moderately well-drained (upland longleaf savanna 
soils); sandhill soils are much less extensive in most areas. 

 

The Hatching Deficit-Various researchers at Camp Shelby and the University of Southern Mississippi (USM) 
have studied hatching rates for the past two decades, both at in situ nests and in clutches transferred to 
the lab, with hatching success averaging about 60% or less.  Matt Hinderliter observed 70% success one 
year and Aaron Holbrook had an 80% success rate with a relatively small number of clutches. Most of the 
clutches are from the Camp Shelby area.  Shea Hammond observed an overall low hatching success at 
nests in the Chickasawhay National Forest, but results were strongly bimodal with either complete/nearly 
complete hatches or complete/nearly complete failures of many clutches. As with recruitment there are 
likely many factors contributing to the shortfall including the potential contribution of a calcium deficiency, 
as observed in many of the hatchlings produced by the Camp Shelby Headstart program.  This issue was 
evident in the presence of one or more fontanelles in the shells of adult tortoises of both sexes. 
Researchers at Camp Shelby have dubbed this the yellow spot syndrome and on many adult tortoises it is 
manifested by a yellow, depressable zone in the middle of the plastron (Figure 1).  Matt Hinderliter and 
Jim Lee observe this on 30-40% of the adults. It is seen on tortoises elsewhere in MS but the frequency is 
unknown. The fontanelles are not restricted to the plastron, and may be seen least post-mortem in a 
number of zones on the carapace (Figures 2 and 3).  The yellow spot condition is present at some sandhill 
sites as well including Plum Creek Tortoise Management Unit near Richton (J. Sloan, pers. comm.) and at 
the Hillsdale site (A. Getz, pers. comm.).  

                       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                       

 

                      Continued on page 13 

Figure 1.  Tortoise with mid‐plastral  
yellow spot (fontanelle) 

Figure 2.  Tortoise shell with mid-plastral fontanelle 
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Mississippi state report continued 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tortoise Research 

Burrowing Behavior and Potential Effects on Recruitment in Mississippi Gopher Tortoises (Gopherus 
polyphemus- Aaron Holbrook, USM. Poster presented at the 2014 GTC meeting.  A positive correlation 
between hatchling mass and burrow depth approached significance (R2 = 0.40, P = 0.07, n = 24) 
and may become more pronounced over time as growth rate differences become more apparent.  
 
Headstarting Project at Camp Shelby-Jim Lee (TNC, Camp Shelby Tortoise Biologist), Camp Shelby Joint 
Forces Training Center (CSJFTC). 
In 2014, 25 gopher tortoise nests were found at 13 different sites on the Camp Shelby Joint Forces 
Training Center, in Perry and Forrest counties, MS. Nests were excavated and eggs (n=122) were 
transported to the lab for incubation. Average number of eggs per clutch was 4.88 (range: 2-8) and 
hatching success (58.2%) was similar to that previously reported for lab-incubated eggs in southern MS 
(58.8%; Noel et al. 2012). Seventy individuals were placed into the head-start facility.  
 
Investigation of Metabolic Bone Disease in Gopher Tortoises in a headstart enclosure at CSJFTC and a 
Study of Forage Quality on different soils and under different management regimes (dormant season 
burning, growing season burning, mowing) at six study sites on public forest lands in south MS and on 
St. Catherine’s Island, Georgia-Jeanne C. Jones and Nicole Hodges (Mississippi State University Dept. of 
Wildlife and Fisheries (MSU) and Matt Hinderliter (U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service-USFWS).  
The metabolic bone disease component of this research examines the potential interplay among 
physiological, pathogenic, genetic, and habitat quality variables.  Nicole Hodges and Dr. Terry Norton 
have performed necropsies on 26 juvenile tortoises collected, the majority of which died during various 
phases of the headstart program over the years, at Camp Shelby.  Most of the juvenile tortoises were too 
decomposed to determine a diagnosis at gross necropsy.  Toxicology and histopathology results are 
pending. 
 
Nicole now has 1,600 vegetation samples from MS and 124 from GA. All field work and lab analyses 
have been completed and she is writing up the results. 
                                                                                                                     Continued on page 14 

Figure 3.  Fontanelles on carapace of tortoise 
shell 

If anyone else is observing this phenomenon in 
other parts of the gopher tortoise range, please 
contact Tom at tom.mann@mmns.state.ms.us. 
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Comparison of the tortoise population demographics at Plum Creek’s Tortoise Management Unit (near 
Richton, MS) between 2008 and 2014 -Jennifer Sloan, M.S. Student at William Carey University.  
This study includes a focus on the subjectivity of burrow classification (active, inactive, abandoned) as it 
relates to population estimation techniques and a comparison of burrow size versus inhabiting tortoise 
size.  Burrows (n=221) were found during a comprehensive survey with 95 burrows classified as active, 
91 as inactive, and 35 as abandoned.  Active and inactive burrows were scoped with a burrow camera; a 
total of 48 tortoises were identified and 44 of these were later trapped (33 adults and 15 juveniles).  
Occupancy rate was 26%. Fire ants seem to be much more abundant on the site than in 2008 and one 
yearling detained within a trap was killed by fire ants. Nicole noticed the abdominal yellow spot on only 
one of the adults trapped at this sandhill site.  
 
Tortoise Habitat Management 
DeSoto Ranger District (DRD) - Ed Moody, Biologist 
Prescribed burns were conducted on 84,000 acres (39% in early growing season), 1,000 acres were 
treated with herbicide to improve gopher tortoise habitat, 7,700 acres were mowed, 136 acres were 
thinned and 1,500 acres were restored to longleaf.  Additionally, 650 acres were targeted for cogon grass 
treatment and feral pig removal.  Over 4,200 acres of priority soils were surveyed for tortoises.  
 
Chickasawhay Ranger District (CRD) - Stephanie Steele, Biologist 
Prescribed burns were conducted on 29,008 acres (70% during the growing season) and priority soils 
were surveyed. 
 
Camp Shelby—Melinda Lyman, Coordinator, Nature Conservancy Office at Camp Shelby 
Cogon grass was treated on 106 acres.  
 
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)-Glynda Clardy, State Wildlife Biologist, Jackson, MS. 

The NRCS administers programs offering technical and financial assistance to landowners interested in 
restoration/proper management of longleaf pine habitat which often includes suitable habitat for 
tortoises.  

For FY 2014 the Healthy Forest Reserve Program (30-year easement) had one contract (300 acres) and 
the Environmental Quality Incentive Program (Longleaf Pine Initiative only) had 33 contracts totaling 
3,000 acres. 

 
MS Dept. of Wildlife, Fisheries, and Parks (MDWFP)-Kathy Shelton, Tamara Campbell 
As part of a multi-state Competitive State Wildlife Grant (SWG) for sandhill restoration, improvements 
were made on Marion County WMA, Pascagoula WMA in George and Jackson counties, and Mars WMA in 
Pearl River Co. On the Marion County WMA, triclopyr herbicide was applied to the understory of 676 acres 
of longleaf woodlands to control undesirable woody vegetation and promote a grass-forb plant 
community.  Over 1,200 acres of this WMA were treated with prescribed fire and mechanical forestry 
mulching was conducted to reclaim 15 acres of old food plots planted in native vegetation openings.  The 
Marion WMA includes the largest population of tortoises on state land and is in the extreme northwestern 
edge of the listed range.  A prescribed burn was conducted on a 200-acre upland longleaf stand on the 
Pascagoula WMA. Gopher tortoise surveys are planned on the Marion County WMA for November 2014.    

    Continued on page 15 

The Tortoise Burrow 

Mississippi state report continued 
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The MDWFP continues the Fire on the Forty partnership with the Foundation for Mississippi Wildlife, 
Fisheries and Parks and the USFWS which provides cost-share opportunities for prescribed burning on 
private lands (www.mdwfp.com/longleaf).  Focal counties which also support tortoises include 
Covington, Marion, Lamar, and Pearl River in southeastern MS.   
 
Education/Management 
The Longleaf Academy: Gopher Tortoise 301 was presented by the Longleaf Alliance in June 2014 at 
Lucedale, MS.  This three-day short course was offered by the Longleaf Alliance, in cooperation with 
USFWS, Westervelt Ecological Services and the Gopher Tortoise Council. This in-depth classroom and 
field course was intended to better prepare natural resource professionals to address gopher tortoise 
management problems specific to the federally listed range of the species.  The course also served to 
create a network of land managers and policy makers to extend the reach of The Longleaf Alliance.  The 
GTC’s own Jess McGuire provided several excellent presentations on tortoise biology and natural history 
and conducted a field exercise in burrow scoping (Figure 4). 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Surveys 

The Ward Bayou Management Area (U. S. Army Corps of Engineers Tenn-Tom mitigation property) was 
surveyed for tortoises again.  Tortoise surveys on priority soils of the DeSoto National Forest were 
completed. 

 
Consultations 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (David Felder; Matt Hinderliter) 

Three projects required relocation of tortoises in 2014 as follows: 1)  Southeast Market Expansion 
(consultant: Ed Wester) for a new natural gas pipeline from Hattiesburg to Mobile.  This project involved 
on-site and off-site relocation of 20-25 tortoises; 2)  Tellus oil well (consultant: Headwaters/Chuck 
Walters), in Lamar County involved on-site of two tortoises; and 3)   Petro-Chem oil well (consultant: 
Vittor and Associates/Howard Horne) in Greene County resulted in relocation of one tortoise to the 
Chickasawhay Mitigation Bank.      

           Continued on page 16 

Figure 4.  Jess McGuire and participants at the 
Longleaf Academy short course. 

Mississippi state report continued 
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Relocations and Waifs 

Nine waif tortoises materialized this year.  Five were relocated by Jim Lee to TNC’s Old Fort Bayou 
Mitigation Bank, two were relocated to the Ward Bayou WMA and two remain at rehabilitation facilities 
because URTD tests results were positive for exposure. Dr. Karen Rushing, Dr. James Askew, Alison 
Sharpe, Missy Dubisson, and Kathy Shelton are again thanked for long-term services in rehabilitative care 
of several tortoises as well as blood sampling. 

Chickasawhay Tortoise Mitigation Bank-John McGuire, Westervelt.   

Prescribed burns were conducted on approximately 600 acres this summer. Five isolated tortoises from 
various pipeline projects were moved to the bank and at least four hatchling burrows were found on the 
property. 

Mississippi state report continued 

South Carolina           Will Dillman   

There has been a variety of staffing changes over the past year for those South Carolina Department of 
Natural Resources (SCDNR) employees working with the Gopher Tortoise.  The retirement of SCDNR’s 
long-time herpetologist, Steve Bennett, in late 2012 and subsequent hiring of his replacement, Will 
Dillman, was the first in a series of staffing changes.  After 30 years of service Steve has joined the ranks 
of the retired.  In addition to helping Will transition into his new role, Steve is teaching music and can 
often be seen in the Columbia, SC area performing in one of several bands. Steve’s commitment to 
conservation can be seen in the efforts to establish a population of tortoises at the Aiken Gopher Tortoise 
Heritage Preserve (AGTHP) and numerous other conservation projects throughout the state.  We hope to 
continue the work that Steve began and to keep making reptile and amphibian conservation a priority. 
Brett Moule, the previous SC representative, was awarded his doctorate from Clemson University based 
on the habitat management work at AGTHP, and was able to hire a Heritage Preserve manager for his 
region.  Michael Small joined SCDNR from Texas where he had previously worked with numerous species 
including the Texas tortoise (Gopherus berlandieri).  Soon after Michael’s hire, Dr. Moule accepted a 
position in Texas and fled the state.  A second Heritage Preserve manager, Joachim Treptow (a second 
Texas transplant), was hired and will be responsible for the Tillman Sandridge Heritage Preserve (TSHP).   
This is the first time in several years that the “Gopher Tortoise Program” and properties will be fully 
staffed, and we are eager to continue good management practices and to have fire applied at the 
appropriate season and frequency to benefit the tortoises. 
 
Work to establish a Minimum Viable Population (MVP) at AGTHP utilizing waif tortoises continues.  To 
date, 230 individual tortoises have been reintroduced to the landscape (167 adults and juveniles and 63 
hatchlings/yearlings).  We thank those who have provided tortoises over the years and look forward to 
continued cooperation.  Over the past year 35 tortoises have been added to the population on site and 
the ninth pen has been constructed.  We have observed reproduction in this population both inside and 
outside of the soft-release pen walls but would like to investigate hatching success and recruitment into 
the population. Brett Moule and Savannah Research Ecology Lab (SREL) staff are working on three 
journal articles that will be submitted for publication as mentioned in the 2013 report.  Topics are as 
follows: 1) movement, dispersal, and home range establishment of waif tortoises on the AGTHP following 
penning; 2) techniques and methodology used to establish a gopher tortoise population using waif 
tortoises; and 3) which silvicultural method provides the optimum forage for the gopher tortoise in an 
established longleaf pine ecosystem. 
           Continued on page 17 
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SCDNR representatives have been busy this year and have taken part in the second MVP workshop and 
the 2014 Gopher Tortoise Candidate Conservation Agreement (CCA) meeting.  We have also begun to 
update the SCDNR Gopher Tortoise Conservation Strategy document and it is currently under review.  
Most importantly, SCDNR has secured funding to survey the state’s populations of gopher tortoises with 
the Line Transect Distance Method (LTDS) and will be attending training in December.   

South Carolina state report continued 

Thank you to our 2014 GTC Annual Meeting Sponsors! 

 

Mosaic 

Turner Endangered Species Fund 

Cardno Entrix 

Environmental Services Inc. 

Plum Creek 

New Publications 
McGuire, J.L.,  L. L. Smith, C. Guyer, and M. J. Yabsley (2014).  Effects of mycoplasmal upper-respiratory- 
 tract disease on movement and thermoregulatory behavior of gopher tortoises (Gopherus  
 polyphemus) in Georgia, USA. Journal of Wildlife Diseases 50(4): 745-756. 
  

McGuire, J.L., L. L. Smith, C. Guyer, J. M. Lockhart, G. W. Lee, and Michael J. Yabsley (2014).  Surveillance  
 for upper respiratory tract disease and Mycoplasma in free-ranging gopher tortoises in Georgia,  
 USA. Journal of Wildlife Diseases 50 (4):  733-744. 
 

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 (2): 231-237. 
 
Catano, C.P. and Stout, I.J. 2014. Sample grain influences the functional relationship between canopy 
 cover and gopher tortoise (Gopherus polyphemus) burrow abandonment. Chelonian Conservation 
 and Biology 13:166-172.  
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GTC 2014 Meeting Highlights 

GTC Service Awards 

We are pleased to announce several organizational awards that were presented at this year’s meeting. 

For Distinguished Service to GTC: 

Dr. Terry Norton, DVM, Diplomate ACZM who is the Founder, Director and Veterinarian for the Georgia 
Sea Turtle Center. Terry is a past Co-Chair of the Council (2008) . 

Tom Mann, Mississippi Museum of Natural History.  Tom has served many years as the Mississippi State 
Representative to GTC. 

Conservation/Education Awards are presented to individuals who have contributed to significant 
education and outreach activities relevant to conservation of tortoises and upland habitats.   

This year’s recipients are: 

Laura Jewell who served faithfully as the Public Information and Education Committee chair from 2001 
to 2013. 

Dirk Stevenson, Assistant Conservation Scientist with the Orianne Society. 

 

Tom Mann and presenter Matt Hinderliter 

Dirk Stevenson 
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The Lifetime Service Award was presented to John Jensen, Georgia DNR.  John has served in numerous  
positions within GTC including Georgia State Rep, Newsletter Editor, GTC Liaison to SEPARC, and Co-Chair 
from 2003-2005.  John also played a big role in converting two of Georgia’s Rattlesnake Roundups to 
wildlife friendly festivals. 

Dr. Craig Guyer, Auburn University, was awarded the Auffenberg and Franz Conservation Award, created 
to recognize individuals or organizations with long-term efforts in conserving gopher tortoises and upland 
ecosystems.  Craig and his students have published on tortoise breeding behavior, survival, demography 
and growth, effects of forest management on tortoises, and disease.  Craig served as GTC Co-Chair from 
1992 to 1993. 

 

 

 

GTC Service Awards continued 

John Jensen Craig Guyer with presenter Lora Smith 

Congratulations to all of our 2014 Recipients of GTC Service Awards! 

We had several outstanding student talks and poster presentations at this year’s Annual Meeting. 

Winners of the Student Oral Presentation  

Competition were: 

 

1st Place: Jeff Goessling- Auburn University 
 
2nd Place: Scott Martin- Towson University 
 
3rd Place: Tom Radzio- Drexel University 
 
3rd Place: Nicole White- University of Georgia 

Pictured from left to right: Jeff, Scott, Nicole, and Tom 
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Winners of the Student Poster Competition were: 

 

1st Place: Gabriel Kamener- University of Florida 
 
2nd Place: Michael Yuan- Cornell University 
 
3rd Place: Meredith Bolen- Westminster College 

Gabriel and Meredith.  Not 
pictured-Michael Yuan 

Each year, GTC’s Research Advisory Committee, chaired by Dr. Bob Herrington, solicits graduate student 
proposals for the J. Larry Landers Student Research Award.  We are pleased to announce that three 
winners were selected this year as follows: 

Daniel P. Quinn, M.S. Student, University of Georgia/Savannah River Ecology Laboratory: “Effect of 
Captive Diet on Nutrition and Analyzing Nutrition as a Predictor of Post-Release Performance in Head-
started Gopher Tortoises” 

 

K. Nicole White, University of Georgia: “Social Network in Female Gopher Tortoises in a Long-term Study 
Population at Archbold Biological Station” 

 

Alex Wright, University of Georgia: “Identifying the Spatial Extent of a Gopher Tortoise Population and 
Genetic Connectivity of Populations Across a Landscape”   

 Daniel Quinn and Nicole White.  
Not pictured- Alex Wright 

Way to go Students!  Keep up the good work! 
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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. 
 

This year’s winners of the Donna J. Heinrich Environmental Education Grant are Madeleine Dunphy for 
funds to publish and distribute her children’s book entitled “At Home with the Gopher Tortoise: The Story 
of a Keystone Species”.  Copies will be distributed to two nature centers in Florida and one in Georgia. 

Water Works Environmental Education Center, in Palatka, FL, will be awarded funds for interpretive 
panels for their gopher tortoise enclosure.  

One of our 2013 Recipients of the Donna J. Heinrich Environmental Education Award ... 

Sawgrass Nature Center and Wildlife Hospital (Coral Springs, FL) presented a poster at this year’s 
meeting showing the interpretive signage they have developed! 

 

Donna J. Heinrich Environmental Education Grant 

Submitted by Robin 
Reccasina 

Stay tuned for more updates on grant winners in the April newsletter! 
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Upland Snake Conservation Initiative Report       Jen Howze 

U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) (Matt Hinderliter) 
The USFWS is proposing to list the black pine snake (Pituophis melanoleucus lodingi), found in southern 
Mississippi and southwestern Alabama, as threatened under the Endangered Species Act (ESA).  Without the 
protection of the ESA, the black pine snake is likely to become an endangered species within the foreseeable 
future. For the complete proposed rule check the Federal Register website at: http://www.regulations.gov. 

Alabama 

Dave Steen uses his outreach blog (www.LivingAlongsideWildlife.com) to 1) encourage an appreciation for snakes 
that tend to have a bad reputation; 2) to make scientific research accessible to a general audience that does not 
read scientific articles; and 3) to educate the public.    

Florida 

Students 

Mark Margres (Florida State University) has identified distinct populations of the eastern diamondback 
rattlesnake and timber rattlesnake based on venom and neutral genetic markers, providing critical information for 
the conservation of these species.  

  
Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission (FWC) (Kevin Enge):  

FWC received a USFWS grant to determine the current status of the Florida pine snake, southern hognose snake, 
and eastern diamondback rattlesnake in Florida. They’ve compiled 2,273 historical records of these three species 
and the short-tailed snake. As of June 2014 they have collected data on 1,318 recent observations including 90 
southern hognose, 44 short-tailed, 231 Florida pine, and 953 eastern diamondback rattlesnakes.  These 
observations were noted through road surveys and reports by the public, land managers, biologists, and snake 
enthusiasts.  The FWC website allows persons to enter their observations on the Rare Snake Registry 
(https://public.myfwc.com/fwri/raresnakes) and Diamondback Rattlesnake Registry 
(https://public.myfwc.com/fwri/drs).  

In late March 2014 two snake trap arrays each were installed in sandhill habitat at Camp Blanding Military 
Reservation, Ocala National Forest, St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge, and Suwannee Ridge Mitigation Park-
Wildlife and Environmental Area.  There are no recent records of southern hognose snakes from these areas.  
Captures included over 4,000 amphibians and reptiles representing 51 species, including 15 pine snakes and 
one short-tailed snake.   

FWC is also preparing habitat maps for the eastern indigo snake in Florida based on rules-based GIS and Maxent 
models.  To determine the location and extent of potential habitat, they created a rules-based assessment of 
suitable habitat based on land cover and soils.  The results of these models will give predictions regarding the 
future status of the indigo snake based on projected habitat development trends.  

Georgia 

Jones Center (Jen Howze)    

The Jones Center has continued its long-term (11th year) upland snake sampling study. Sixteen snake box trap 
arrays, located in upland longleaf pine habitat, are checked from March-November. So far this year (as of Oct 3), 
we have captured 384 snakes comprised of 18 species (including the eastern diamondback, southern hognose 
snake, and the Florida pine snake).  

           Continued on page 23 
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Orianne Society (John Jensen) 

The Orianne Society, with funding from Georgia Dept. of Natural Resources (GADNR), continued occupancy 
monitoring to evaluate population trends of the eastern indigo snake in the Altamaha River Basin, a population 
stronghold for this imperiled species.  In southern Georgia, indigos overwinter in xeric sandhill habitats where they 
den in the burrows of gopher tortoises. Staff surveyed 40 sandhill sites on public and private lands in the basin, 
detecting eastern indigo snakes at 34% of the sites. The degree of detection in 2014 did not differ significantly 
from that in the previous three years suggesting that the population remains stable in the study area. 

The Landscape Lab at University of Georgia, GADNR, and The Orianne Society (Beth Schlimm) 

These organizations are collaborating on surveys for the southern hognose (Heterodon simus) and Florida pine 
snake (Pituophis melanoleucus mugitus) in Georgia. Following road and drift fence surveys this fall, habitat models 
will be developed for each species to identify potentially suitable habitat and evaluate the current level of habitat 
protection for these snakes. Southern hognose and Florida pine snake observations can be submitted to The 
Orianne Society at the following email: sightings@oriannesociety.org. 

Jekyll Island State Park Authority 

Lance Paden is examining habitat use by eastern diamondback rattlesnakes on a developed barrier island (oral 
presentation at GTC 2014).  

Louisiana 

Louisiana Dept. of Wildlife and Fisheries (LDWF) (Keri Landry)  

The Sandy Hollow Wildlife Management Area (WMA) in northern Tangipahoa Parish, LA, contains roughly 3,000 
acres of upland longleaf pine woodland.  In an effort to survey for snakes on the area, a set of three in-line box 
traps/drift fences were placed in two portions of the WMA in early 2011 and run through spring of 2013. Trapping 
resulted in numerous captures of coachwhips, black racers, corn snakes, copperheads, cottonmouths, and eastern 
hog-nosed snakes. Traps could not be run during 2014, but the plan is to reopen them in early April of 2015. 

Noteworthy accomplishments of  LDWF and the Louisiana pine snake (LPS) working group include: 

Reintroduction project on the Kisatchie National Forest-44 juveniles released thus far and recapture data 
indicates some survival spanning multiple years. 
Genetics project on both wild and captive populations-report due at the end of the year 

Multiple state, federal, and non-government agencies have committed to conduct LPS management 
through a Candidate Conservation Agreement (CCA) 

Work has begun with private landowners on a programmatic CCA with Assurances managed by LDWF 

Two different prescribed fire initiatives have been launched for private landowners within the LPS range 

Scent dogs are being trained to be used as a more efficient technique to detect LPS 

Studies on novel detection techniques are underway using cameras or alternative trap designs 

Natural Resource Conservation Service has incorporated preference for lands with LPS habitat into Farm 
Bill programs 

State protection for LPS in LA prohibiting removal from the wild 

Education about the LPS has been incorporated into Sustainable Forestry Initiative classes given by LA 
Natural Heritage Program 

Education classes have been given to hunting clubs in LPS “hotspots”     
          Continued on page 24 

Upland Snake Report continued 
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Upland Snake Report continued 

Media outreach-the LPS has been featured in television and newspaper articles in recent years 

Educational materials featuring the LPS are being produced for public events 

Trapping and monitoring projects are ongoing in various locations throughout the LPS range 

 
North Carolina 
 
Jeff Beane is continuing to gather data on southern hog-nosed snake, coachwhips, and pine snakes in the North 
Carolina Sandhills via radio telemetry and road surveys.  He gives occasional outreach presentations on these 
species to natural history groups, schools, and the general public.  
 
South Carolina 
 
Students 
Brad O’Hanlon (Marshall University, poster presentation at GTC 2014) is studying the spatial and temporal effects 
of anthropogenic landscapes on eastern diamondback rattlesnakes with Shane Welch and Jayme Waldron. 
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