
In April, thirty-nine years ago, Walter Auffenberg convened a small group of tortoise 

folks around the conference table at the Florida Museum of Natural History in 

Gainesville. His purpose was to find ways to protect rapidly declining populations of 

gopher tortoises in the southeastern United States.  The results of this meeting led to 

the formation of the Gopher Tortoise Council.  Walt suggested that the structure of 

this new organization mirror that of the successful western Desert Tortoise Council. 

My job then was to make it work...  This is how it all began! 

We are now planning for the 38th Annual GTC conference.  This conference will be 

held October 6-9, 2016, in Palatka, Florida. As co-chairperson, it is my responsibility 

to organize the conference. Shann Purinton is my co-sponsor for this meeting.  

Shann is a local gopher tortoise enthusiast with skills as a former college 

administrator, program director for St. Johns River Water Management District, co-

coordinator for the Water Works Environmental Education Center, and always the 

teacher.  Her talents are essential to ensure that we will have a well-organized, 

informative, and entertaining meeting. She and I will be attending the spring 

business meeting of GTC in Georgia to present our plan for the conference.  

The current draft plan includes a business meeting on Thursday evening, social 

events on Friday and Saturday nights, professional paper sessions on Friday and 

Saturday, and a field trip to Dunn's Creek State Park on Sunday. Paper sessions will 

be held in the auditorium at Ravine Gardens State Park.  There will be opportunities 

for families to experience the town of Palatka, a city of 10,500 people on the banks 

of the St. Johns River-the river that John and William Bartram explored in the late 

1700s. Did you know that William Bartram was the first to describe and illustrate 

Testudo polyphaemus in 1791? 

So who is Dick Franz and why is he now the Co-Chairperson of the GTC?  My love 

affair with tortoises began in 1973 when Walt Auffenberg invited me to join him in a 

U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service-sponsored study of the distribution and ecology of 

gopher tortoises in the southeastern United States.  This study launched a multi-year 

period of wandering the rural roads from Florida to South Carolina, and west to 

Louisiana.  I clocked thousands of miles during these sojourns, located hundreds of 

tortoise colonies, and realized that tortoises were declining from major areas of their 

original range. My interest in tortoises has never waned…it just changed from 

tortoise distributions, to tortoises and their burrow associates living under desert-like 

conditions, to finally studying the fossil history of gophers and other North American 

tortoises.  After years in hiding, I reappeared at the bidding of my former students to 

sponsor the next GTC meeting in Palatka.  I was intrigued...  

Message From a Co-Chair                               Dick Franz 
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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 and sent to davidasteen@gmail.com.  

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

Council Meeting 

Ravine Gardens State Park, Palatka, Florida 

October 6-9, 2016 

Stay tuned for more details on our website at www.gophertortoisecouncil.org 

Keep track of Gopher Tortoise news and Council updates!   

            Find us on- 

http://www.gophertortoisecouncil.org
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ANNOUNCEMENTS  

“Student Spotlight”   GTC wishes to highlight students who are actively involved in upland conservation 

projects within the gopher tortoise’s range in the GTC newsletter.  The purpose of this feature is to 

encourage greater student participation in the organization and bring recognition to students and their 

projects.  Projects pertaining to research, management, or policy will be considered.  Please submit a 

brief description of the project and any findings to date.  Submissions should be 500 words or less and 

may be accompanied by photographs. Please send to: cyndi@fgates.com 
 

JOIN US IN CELEBRATING GOPHER TORTOISE DAY! 

 

Gopher Tortoise Day was designated to increase awareness of this fascinating creature 

and the need to protect its habitat throughout its range in Louisiana, Mississippi, 

Alabama, Georgia, Florida and South Carolina. 

If you are interested in organizing an event to celebrate the Gopher Tortoise, look for 

associated information developed by the Public Information and Education team in this 

newsletter, on our website at www.gophertortoisecouncil.org and on facebook. 

Kids-check out pages 9 and 10 in this issue of The Tortoise Burrow! 
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 Gopher Tortoise Council’s 
2016 Donna J. Heinrich Environmental Education Grant 

 

 

The GTC Environmental Education Grant was established to support educators and organizations committed to 

developing educational projects about the gopher tortoise and the fascinating world in which it lives.  The grant 

also honors Donna June Heinrich, an environmental educator, whose life was dedicated to conserving wildlife 

and their associated habitats.  

 

Deadline for submission of this year’s proposals is August 31st, 2016.  Applications may be downloaded from 

our web site (www.gophertortoisecouncil.org).  On the left hand side of the page click “Grants Program” and scroll 

down after the grants page loads.  Applications which contain the following will be given preference:  

 

· Projects that reach diverse and new audiences.  

 

· Projects that focus on the importance of the conservation of intact upland ecosystems.  

 

· Projects that encourage community involvement.  

 

· Projects that have matching funds.  

 

Please follow the instructions on the grants program page noting the requirements.  

For questions contact Cyndi Gates at cyndi@fgates.com. Proposals should be submitted to the same email 

address. 

Every year, the GTC board recognizes significant contributions of those within the Council and larger community for 

contributions to our mission of education and conservation of gopher tortoises and their upland habitat through special 

awards (described below) presented at our annual meeting.  Please send nominations for 2016 awards to Lora Smith at 

lsmith@jonesctr.org.  We ask that you provide a little background as to why you think this individual is deserving of a particular 

award along with your nomination.  Thank you for your help! 

Gopher Tortoise Council Awards 

Distinguished Service Award- presented to those who have consistently offered years of service to the Council.  

 

Lifetime Service Award- presented to individuals whose have devoted a career to service of the Council. 

 

Special Project(s) Award- presented to individuals who have taken the lead or played a major role in special GTC 

projects.   

 

Conservation Education Award- given to individuals who have contributed to significant education and outreach 

activities relevant to conservation of tortoises and upland habitats.  Candidates may be outside the realm of GTC. 

 

Auffenberg and Franz Conservation Award – presented to individuals with life-time accomplishments and 

organizations with long-term efforts in conserving gopher tortoises and upland ecosystems. 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). 

NOMINATIONS FOR 2016 GTC AWARDS 

http://www.gophertortoisecouncil.org)
mailto:lora.smith@jonesctr.org
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Fun Facts!  Presented by the Public Information and Education Committee 
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STUDENT SPOTLIGHT                                     Jeff Goessling  

Disease in gopher tortoises is unarguably an important aspect of this species’ biology. Furthermore, disease may 

have lasting effects on gopher tortoises both at individual and population levels. While disease is of certain 

importance, many aspects of disease are still largely unknown in reptiles as a group. Jeff Goessling, a PhD 

candidate at Auburn University, began his doctoral research in 2011 to better understand Upper Respiratory Tract 

Disease (URTD) in Alabama populations of gopher tortoises and further isolate how the environment can affect 

disease susceptibility. This was a fortuitous time for Jeff to begin his research, as he partnered with Jim Godwin 

and the Alabama Natural Heritage Program to perform a study quantifying disease across populations of gopher 

tortoises in Alabama.  

While several Alabama populations of gopher tortoises have been used in seminal studies on basic tortoise 

ecology, no studies had systematically surveyed these populations for URTD. Moreover, Alabama represents an 

important region that connects core and peripheral populations of gopher tortoises; understanding the health of 

these populations may have important implications for the long-term management of this species.  

Over the past three years Jeff has performed combined field and laboratory studies. While in the field, he has 

collected nasal lavage samples to measure the prevalence of URTD pathogens as well as blood samples to assay 

prevalence of antibodies to URTD pathogens. In total, approximately 200 tortoises have been sampled from seven 

sites in Alabama. Results from this study indicate that symptoms of URTD are present in all of the sampled gopher 

tortoise populations, yet the current diagnostic scheme for URTD may fail to indicate diseased animals. Having 

expended several years of blood, sweat and tears sampling tortoises, Jeff is slowly accepting the fact that his love 

of gopher tortoises is not reciprocated by his study animals. This is evidenced by Jeff having been bitten by three 

separate tortoises in three years!  

 

Jeff “snatching” one of his subjects 

from its burrow 

Continued...next page 
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Recent Publications 

 

In addition to field studies, Jeff has performed a series of laboratory experiments using gopher tortoises to 

understand the role that short- and long-term temperature changes have on disease resistance. These studies 

demonstrated that long-term temperature reduction (e.g. winter conditions) causes a general reduction in immune 

function. This reduction in immune function can be compared to “shifting gears” between summer and winter. 

However, this shift during winter constrains immune function such that immunity cannot be increased even when 

animals are warmed. During summer conditions, rapidly dropping temperatures cause a reduction in immunity, 

although the reduced immunity is maintained at higher levels than in animals during winter. Together, these 

results suggest that climatic instability, as seen in early- and late-season cold fronts, may have profound effects on 

disease susceptibility. The final series of laboratory studies Jeff conducted was to experimentally evaluate if gopher 

tortoises display behavioral fevers in response to acute infection. These studies confirmed that independent of 

season, gopher tortoises elevate their body temperature when infected; this further suggests that environmental 

conditions, and specifically thermoregulatory ability, can directly affect disease resistance.  

Performing intensive field studies, especially with an animal like the gopher tortoise, is associated with many 

logistical challenges. Jeff is forever grateful to the community of biologists associated with the Gopher Tortoise 

Council for so much patience, guidance and assistance. Furthermore, Jeff is grateful to the Gopher Tortoise 

Council’s J. Larry Landers student research award as well as the Alabama Department of Conservation of Natural 

Resources for providing financial assistance with his dissertation research. Jeff would not be defending a 

dissertation were it not for so many generous people around him.  

Jeff at one of his study sites in Alabama 

Quinn, Daniel P., Tracey D. Tuberville and Kurt A. Buhlmann. 2016. Gopher tortoise hatching success from predator-excluded  

nests at three sites in Georgia. Herpetological Review 47 (1). 

 

Dziadzio, Michelina C., Andrea K. Long, Lora L. Smith, Richard B. Chandler and Steven B. Castleberry.  2016.  Presence of red 

imported fire ant at gopher tortoise nests.  Wildlife Society Bulletin 40:1. 

 

Castellón, Traci D., Betsie B. Rothermel, Saif Z. Nomani.  2015. A comparison of line-transect distance sampling methods for 

estimating gopher tortoise population densities.  Wildlife Society Bulletin 39:4. 

 

Fill, Jennifer M., Jayme L. Waldron, Shane M. Welch, Michael Martin, Jay Cantrell, Stephen H. Bennett, Wade G. Kalinowsky, 

John Holloway and Timothy A. Mousseau.  2015.  Breeding and reproductive phenology of eastern diamond-backed 

rattlesnakes (Crotalus adamanteus) in South Carolina.  Journal of Herpetology 49:4. 
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New Faces and Old Friends 

GTC is very fortunate to have the support of some amazing volunteers who serve on our Executive Board.   

Will Knox has faithfully served as Membership Secretary for our organization since 2003.  His tireless 

efforts have helped the organization grow when times are good and to hold its own when times are 

tough.  Will has also been instrumental in getting The Tortoise Burrow newsletter distributed.  In 2012 

Will was presented with the GTC Distinguished Service Award for his endeavors.  His day job is teaching 

science in Levy County, Florida, and he’s had an active career in environmental education efforts with a 

number of organizations over the years. 

We’ll miss Will but he promises he’ll still be around and will be busy training the new secretary!   

 

GTC wishes to thank Will for his many  

years of service as Membership Secretary! 

 

 

 

 

And now, to introduce the incoming Membership Secretary… 

Eric Sievers is a Gopher Tortoise Conservation Biologist with the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 

Commission based in Lakeland, Florida. He previously worked for the Joseph W. Jones Ecological 

Research Center as a survey crew leader to complete gopher tortoise population surveys on state 

conservation lands in Florida using Line Transect Distance Sampling. Originally from the Midwest, Eric 

has also worked for the Iowa and Minnesota Departments of Natural Resources, and served as an 

AmeriCorps volunteer. Eric holds a BA in Biology from Luther College in Iowa, and a Certification in 

Geographic Information Systems and an MS in Biology, both from Missouri State University. His graduate 

research focused on the reintroduction efforts of the state-threatened ornate box turtle to a U. S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service refuge in Illinois. Outside of work, Eric enjoys spending time hiking, biking, kayaking, 

and playing ultimate Frisbee.  

 

 

Welcome Eric! 
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Kids’ Corner 
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announcements and articles are the 
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materials to the editor:  
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http://www.gophertortoisecouncil.org 
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Directory of 2016 Gopher Tortoise Council Officers,  

Committee Chairs, and State Representatives 

Please view the GTC website (below) for contact information 
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Research Advisory Committee 
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