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GUNNISON’S PRAIRIE DOG AND WHITE-TAILED PRAIRIE DOG
CONSERVATION STRATEGY

INTRODUCTION

The Gunnison’s prairie dog (GPD; Cynomys gunnisoni) and the white-tailed prairie dog (WTPD;
C. leucurus) play an important role as keystone species in the maintenance of the sage-steppe
and prairie ecosystems. In 2002 (WTPD) and 2004 (GPD), petitions were filed to list both
species under the Endangered Species Act (ESA 1973, as amended; Center for Native
Ecosystems et al. 2002; Forest Guardians 2004). Both petitions cited habitat loss/conversion,
shooting, disease, a history of eradication efforts, and inadequate federal and state regulatory
mechanisms as threats to long-term viability of these species. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWS) produced negative 90-day findings for both petitions (USFWS 2004, 2006).

In response to the 2002 WTPD petition, the USFWS issued a negative 90-day finding in
November 2004. The USFWS stated that the petition did not contain substantial scientific data to
warrant listing. Similarly, the USFWS issued a negative 90-day finding on the GPD listing
petition in February 2006. However, in July 2007, the USFWS announced that it would be
conducting a review of several listing decisions, including the decision not to list the WTPD, due
to concerns about the integrity of scientific information used to make the decision and whether
the decision was consistent with appropriate legal standards. In addition, the USFWS agreed, as
part of a July 2007 lawsuit settlement, to issue a new determination on ESA protection for the
GPD by February 1, 2008.

After the petitions were submitted, through the coordination of the Western Association of Fish
and Wildlife Agencies (WAFWA), the states took the lead role in completing multi-state
Conservation Assessments that evaluated the status of both species throughout their ranges and
impacts to both species. After completion of these documents, a range wide Conservation
Strategy was developed for both species to provide management and administrative guidelines to
assist state and tribal agencies in managing prairie dogs and their associated ecosystems, and to
allow for continued management by these entities (Seglund et al. 2006a, 2006b). Further, in
2006, under the auspices of the Prairie MOU (WAFWA 2006c), states were directed to develop
and implement statewide conservation strategies for both species.

The purpose of the Utah GPD and WTPD Conservation Plan is to provide direction for
management of GPDs and WTPDs in Utah. This purpose is in accordance with the mission
statement of the Utah Division of Wildlife Resources:

The mission of the Division of Wildlife Resources is to assure the future of protected
wildlife for its intrinsic, scientific, educational and recreational values through protection,
propagation, management, conservation and distribution throughout the State of Utah.

The Utah GPD and WTPD Conservation Plan will direct GPD and WTPD management
statewide for a period of 10 years (2008-2017). Prior to 2017, this document will be reviewed,
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management progress will be evaluated, and an updated management plan will be written and
implemented.

UTAH GUNNISON’S AND WHITE-TAILED PRAIRIE DOG PLANNING PROCESS

The first step in developing the Utah Gunnison’s and White-tailed Prairie Dog Conservation Plan
(Utah Plan) was to establish a multi-stakeholder Gunnison’s and White-tailed Prairie Dog
Planning Team (Planning Team) with representation from state and federal agencies, non-
governmental organizations, and academia. The purpose of the Planning Team is to assist with
and coordinate the activities of all potential stakeholder and partners in the development and
implementation of the Utah Plan. Specifically, this coordination will include: 1) developing and
implementing protocols for compiling information from partners in categories that can be
aggregated to depict conservation measures occurring throughout the species’ range in Utah, 2)
encouraging review and dialogue regarding means for balancing legitimate needs for both
protection and control, and 3) identifying research needs, helping to obtain funds, and
coordinating project implementation. Planning Team members may be assigned to various
technical committees as information or other needs (e.g. review of materials) arise.

Subsequent development and implementation of conservation planning, management proposals,
and actions will be coordinated, at a minimum, among the states and federal agencies. The
involvement of tribes, other governmental agencies, and private entities will be encouraged and
their participation welcomed. The UDWR will implement this Plan and will seek new funds to
enhance its implementation. Effective conservation of WTPDs and GPDs and their habitat under
this Plan will necessarily depend on cooperation of all groups, thus, all potential partners must be
aware of the importance of involving private landowners to the extent they wish to be included.
Partners also recognized the importance of compatible rural livelihoods and activities (e.g.
ranching, farming, outdoor recreation, etc.) and voluntary participation by private landowners in
habitat identification, enhancement, and conservation, as key to the Plan. As such, any member
of the public was welcome to provide comments on documents and proposed actions, and attend
statewide and regional Planning Team meetings. For a detailed description of the public input
process used to develop this Plan, please see Appendix A.

This effort is being led by the Utah Division of Wildlife Resources (UDWR) and Utah State
University Extension (USU Extension), in partnership with the Utah Gunnison’s and White-
tailed Prairie Dog Planning Teams (Planning Team, Appendix B). The actions under this
Strategy are designed to:

e Prevent the need for WTPDs or GPDs to be listed under the Endangered Species Act.

e Promote conservation of WTPDs, GPDs, associated species, and their habitats in Utah.

e Reduce the risk of overutilization of these prairie dog species for commercial,
recreational, scientific, or educational purposes in Utah.

e Identify research needs for WTPDs, GPDs, habitats, and species associations in Utah.

e Focus use of Utah’s existing regulatory mechanisms to maintain species and habitat
viability.

e Reduce the risk of other factors affecting the continued existence of these prairie dog
species in Utah.
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e Increase landowner participation in prairie dog conservation efforts.
e Maintain and/or increase partner participation on Planning Team, as necessary.

The Utah Plan recognizes that circumstances exist where population control is appropriate and
needed to address private property rights and human health and safety concerns. This Plan
identifies both short and long-term objectives, and sets various time frames for completing
activities. It incorporates a rangewide view for long-term species persistence and an ecosystem
management approach for habitat conservation. Although this Plan focuses on WTPD and GPD
conservation, Planning Team members recognize that because these prairie dogs are keystone
species, the risks identified for them also may affect associated sage-steppe and prairie species.
Initially, Planning Team members agree to direct their conservation actions toward WTPDs and
GPDs, but when applicable, will work toward the conservation of sage-steppe and prairie
associates.

BACKGROUND
LIFE HISTORY

Gunnison’s Prairie Dog

The GPD is the smallest species within the subgenus Leucocrossuromys (Pizzimenti 1975). Its
weight varies seasonally, ranging from 250-1350 g (0.6-3.0 Ib; Fitzgerald et al. 1994). Body
mass is sexually dimorphic, with males typically heavier than females (Hoogland 2003). Total
body length ranges from 300-390 mm (11.8-15.4 in), and tail length measures 40-64 mm (1.6-2.5
in; Fitzgerald et al. 1994; Hoogland 1996). The GPD overall coloration is darker than WTPD
and Utah prairie dog (C. parvidens). The top of the head, cheeks, and superciliary line are darker
than the rest of the body, but they do not exhibit the striking facial pattern found in WTPDs and
UPDs (Fitzgerald et al. 1994).

A few studies have described GPD life history, but most studies were limited to a small number
of colonies and did not quantify vegetation and substrate requirements (Longhurst 1944;
Fitzgerald and Lechleitner 1974). Common plant species noted to occur in GPD colonies
included shrubs (Atriplex jonesii, A. canescens, Artemisia tridentata, A. frigida, Sarcobatus
vermiculatus, Potentilla fruticosa, Chrysothamnus spp.), grasses (Bromus tectorum, Oryzopsis
hymenoides, Aristida purpurea, Muhlenbergia spp., Sporobolus aeroides, Scleropogon
brevifolius, Bouteloua gracilis, Hilaria jamesii, Agropyron smithii, A. trachycaulum, Koleria
cristata, Festuca spp.), and forbs (Descurainia spp., Cardaria draba, Lepidium virginicum,
Cryptantha spp., Senecio spp., Sisymbrium altissimum, Penstemon spp., Lappula redowski;
Longhurst 1944; Lechleitner et al. 1962, 1968; Fitzgerald and Lechleitner 1974; Rayor 1985;
Shalaway and Slobodchikoff 1988; Davidson et al. 1999; Bangert and Slobodchikoff 2000;
Lorance et al. 2002).

Utah’s CWCS identifies grassland and high desert scrub as the primary and secondary habitat,
respectively, for GPDs (UDWR 2005). The CWCS characterizes grassland habitats in Utah as:
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Perennial and annual Grasslands; or herbaceous dry meadows, including mostly
forbs and grasses occurring at 640-2,740 m (2,200-9,000 ft) elevation. Principal
perennial grass species include: bluebunch wheatgrass, sandburg bluegrass (Poa
secunda), crested wheatgrass (Agropyron cristatum), basin wildrye (Elymus
cinereus), galleta (Pleuraphis jamesii), needlegrass (Achnatherum hymenoides),
sand dropseed (Sporobolus cryptandrus), blue gramma (Bouteloua gracilis),
Thurbers needlegrass (Achnatherum thurberianum), western wheatgrass
(Pascopyum smithii), squirreltail (Sitanion hystrix), timothy (Phleum spp.), poa
(Poa spp.), spike (Trisetum spicatum), Indian ricegrass (Oryzopsis hymenoides),
and some sedges (Cyperaceae spp.). Principle annual grass species is cheatgrass
(Bromus tectorum). Principal forb species include: yarrow (Achillea millefolium),
dandelion (Taraxacum officinale), Richardson's geranium (Geranium
richardsonii), penstemon (Penstemon spp.), mulesears (Wyethia amplexicaulis),
golden aster (Chrysopsis villosa), arrowleaf balsamroot (Balsamorhiza sagittata),
hawkbit (Agoseris pumila), larkspur (Delphinium spp.), and scarlet gilia (Gilia
pulchella). Primary associated shrub species include: sagebrush (Artemesia spp.),
shadscale (Atriplex confertifolia), greasewood (Sarcobatus spp.), creosote (Larrea
tridentate), rabbit brush (Crysothamnus spp.), cinquefoil (Potentilla simplex),
snowberry (Symphoricarpos albus), and elderberry (Sambucus spp.). Primary
associated tree species is juniper (Juniperus spp.).

The CWCS characterizes high desert scrub habitats in Utah as:

Shrublands at 670-3,150 m (2,200-10,300 ft) elevation principally dominated by
greasewood (Sarcobatus vermiculatus), shadscale, graymolly (Kochia vestita),
mat-atriplex (Atriplex corrugata), Castle Valley clover (Atriplex cuneata),
winterfat, budsage (Artemisia spinescens), four-wing saltbush (Atriplex
canescens), halogeton (Halogeton glomeratus), Mormon tea (Ephedra spp.),
horsebrush (Tetradymia canescens), snakeweed and rabbitbrush; or low elevation
perennial grassland co-dominate with shrubland. Principal grassland species
include: galleta, indian ricegrass, three-awn grass (Aristida glauca) and sand
dropseed . Primary associated forb species include: desert trumpet (Eriogonum
inflatum). Primary associated shrub species include: sagebrush, and black brush
(Coleogyne ramosissima); other associated species include seepweed (Suaeda
torreyana).

GPDs are semi-fossorial animals and require well drained, deep soils for burrow construction
(Wagner and Drickamer 2003, 2004). Because GPDs hibernate and many colonies occur at high
elevations, these burrowing animals rely on placement of hibernacula below the frost line. GPDs
generally inhabit areas that are flat, but sometimes occupy areas with steeper slopes if the slopes
are also long (i.e. low variability; Wagner and Drickamer 2003, 2004).

GPDs feed predominantly on grasses, forbs, and sedges, but also consume insects. Rayor (1985)
found that the primary foods consumed by GPDs at 2 sites in Gunnison County, Colorado, were
borages (Boraginaceae), mustards (Brassicaceae), grasses (Poaceae), and some shrubs.
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Shalaway and Slobodchikoff (1988) found that GPDs fed mainly on grasses and forbs when
available and switched to seeds as the grasses and forbs became dormant. Prairie dogs obtain
most of their needed liquid from the plants they eat. Collier (1975) found that higher moisture
content in plants was correlated with higher population densities of Utah prairie dogs (UPD).
UPDs traveled up to 400 m (1312 ft) in summer months to access vegetation growing in moist
areas (Crocker-Bedford 1976; Crocker-Bedford and Spillett 1981). Similarly, Koford (1958)
found that black-tailed prairie dogs (BTPDs) congregate near moist vegetation and new colonies
and colony expansion are more likely to occur in these areas. GPDs have also been described
using areas near the edges of wet meadows (Longhurst 1944).

GPDs evolved in arid, nutrient-limited environments with pronounced changes in moisture
patterns and temperature extremes. To deal with these constraints, GPDs hibernate and aestivate
when metabolically stressed. During the surface-active season, they mate, give birth, and build
fat stores, making the quality and quantity of vegetation an important component for survival and
reproductive output (Beck 1994). During spring and fall, there is little growing vegetation,
resulting in GPDs feeding primarily on seeds and dead vegetation. Selection of a high-energy
food source, such as seeds, allows GPDs to maintain their physical condition during emergence
and the reproductive season and to increase body weight prior to winter hibernation. In summer,
as plants begin to grow, GPDs consume large amounts of live vegetation. Adults emerge from
hibernation from February to late April and immergence occurs from mid-September to
November; both are dependent on elevation (Fitzgerald and Lechleitner 1974; Rayor 1988;
Hoogland 1998) and latitude. Juvenile emergence in late May to July (dependent on elevation
and latitude) allows young prairie dogs to take advantage of the abundant green vegetation. This
is crucial because juvenile body mass appears to significantly influence survival rates, especially
overwinter when relying on fat reserves, and percentage of 1-year old breeders (Rayor 1985;
Menkens and Anderson 1989).

The GPD has a complex social system, living in colonies of up to several hundred individuals
with each colony subdivided into smaller territories occupied by social groups or solitary
individuals (Slobodchikoff 1984; Slobodchikoff et al. 1988; Rayor 1988). Social groups vary
from 2 to 19 individuals and may be composed of a single male/single female, single
male/multiple females, or multiple male/multiple females (Slobodchikoff 2003). Structure of the
social group appears to be correlated with distribution of food resources. Territories are used and
defended by social groups and agonistic behavior is common toward nonmembers. GPDs often
feed in weakly defended peripheral sections of their territories that belong to other groups, but
when members from different groups meet in these common feeding areas, conflicts can arise,
with one animal chasing the other back toward its territory (Fitzgerald and Lechleitner 1974;
Rayor 1985; Travis et al. 1995, 1996).

GPDs are diurnal and are most active in early morning and afternoon (Fitzgerald and Lechleitner
1974). Movements are reduced when vegetation is wet; heavy rain and snow causes them to
cease above-ground activities. On cloudy days, prairie dogs appear to be more cautious and stay
closer to their burrow entrances. Winds below 37 km/hour (23 mi/hour) do not appear to alter
GPD behavior (Fitzgerald and Lechleitner 1974).
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Female GPDs are sexually receptive for a single day during the breeding season each year
(Hoogland 1999) and will mate with up to 5 males (Hoogland 1998). The GPD mating strategy
varies with regard to resource availability and population density (Travis et al. 1995, 1996).
When population densities are low and resources uniform, GPDs employ a monogamous mating
system. As plant patchiness and population densities increase, monogamy gives way to
polygyny, with females mating with multiple males throughout the colony.

The age of first reproduction for females appears to depend on forage availability. Female GPDs
are sexually mature at 1 year and copulate when food is abundant, but may not copulate until
their second year if food is limited (Hoogland 1999). Age of first reproduction for males is also
variable, and appears to depend on the number of older, breeding males in the population (Rayor
1985, 1988; Hoogland 1996).

Mating occurs from mid-March to mid-May, with gestation lasting 29 to 30 days and lactation
lasting approximately 38 to 40 days (Hoogland 1997). Young emerge above ground at 4 weeks
of age, in late May to early July (Rayor 1985; Hoogland 1999).

Dispersal occurs in fall prior to hibernation and in spring prior to the mating season (Travis et al.
1996). Offspring usually remain in their natal territory into their yearling summer (Rayor 1988).
Most females (95%) remain in their natal territory for life, whereas only 5% of males remain in
their natal territory for more than 1 year (Hoogland 1999). Hoogland (1999) found that the
majority of dispersing females dispersed to an adjacent clan, a distance ranging from 38-221 m
(125-725 ft), and 56% percent of dispersing males went to an adjacent territory, a distance of 34-
575 m (112-1886 ft).

Little work has been done with GPDs to examine home range sizes in different habitats and for
different sex and age classes. Rayor (1988) found that the area of individual home ranges in
Colorado did not differ significantly between sites, sexes, or age groups, with median home
range sizes of 0.07-0.08 ha (0.17-0.2ac).

GPDs occur in extensive colonies with densely aggregated burrows and in areas with scattered,
isolated burrows. Densities within colonies vary among habitats and are likely driven in part by
vegetation quantity and quality, with hyper-productive environments correlating with higher
densities of prairie dogs. Density of GPD colonies reported in the literature ranges from 2.3
prairie dogs/ha (1/ac) (Crocker-Bedford 1976) to 70/ha (28/ac; Longhurst 1944).

White-tailed Prairie Dog

The WTPD can be distinguished by the presence of a short, white-tipped tail and distinct facial
markings of dark black or brown cheek patches that extend above the eye (Fitzgerald et al.

1994). The WTPD weighs between 650-1700 g (1.4-3.8 Ib; Fitzgerald et al. 1994). The total
body length of the WTPD is 315-400 mm (12.4-15.8 in) with a tail length of 40-65 mm (1.6-2.6
in; Fitzgerald et al. 1994). Male WTPDs are typically larger than females (Fitzgerald et al. 1994).

WTPDs occur at elevations ranging from 1150 m (3772 ft) in Montana (Flath 1979) to 3200 m
(10,498 ft) in Colorado (Tileston and Lechleitner 1966; Fitzgerald et al. 1994). In Utah, WTPDs
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have been found at elevations from 1280-2438 m (4199-7999 ft; Boschen 1986; Cranney and
Day 1994; Intermountain Ecosystems 1994).

WTPDs require deep, well-drained soils for development of burrows. Soils commonly found on
WTPD colonies are derived from sandstone or shale parent rocks and are described as clay-loam,
silty clay, or sandy loam (Forrest et al. 1985; Clark et al. 1986; Boschen 1986; Patton 1989; Wolf
Creek Work Group 2001). Topography of inhabited areas is flat to gently rolling with slopes of
less than 30% (Forrest et al. 1985; Collins and Lichvar 1986).

Common vegetation associations on WTPD habitats are saltbush (Atriplex spp.) and sagebrush
(Artemisia spp.) shrub communities that contain an understory of grasses and forbs (Kelso 1939;
Gilbert 1977; Flath 1979; Forrest et al. 1985; Boschen 1986; Beck 1994; Cranny and Day 1994;
Wolf Creek Work Group 2001; Knowles 2002). Saltbush associations commonly are found in
areas with fine-textured soils and are characterized by low growing, widely spaced plants (Wolf
Creek Work Group 2001). WTPD habitats in northwestern Colorado and Utah are dominated by
shadscale (Atriplex confertifolia), mat (A. corrugata), and Gardner’s saltbush (A. gardneri); and
to a lesser extent, Wyoming big sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata), black greasewood (Sarcobatus
vermiculatus), and rabbitbrush (Chrysothamnus spp.; Gilbert 1977; Boschen 1986; Cranney and
Day 1994; E. Hollowed, BLM, personnel communication). Annual grasses (e.g. cheatgrass
[Bromus tectorum]) and forbs dominate the herbaceous communities comprising much of the
WTPD habitat in both Colorado and Utah (Boschen 1986; Wolf Creek Work Group 2001). In
Montana, some colonies are dominated by saltbush mixed with a variety of perennial forbs and
limited sagebrush cover (Artemisia tridentata; Flath 1979). Others sites are dominated by
winterfat (Eurotia lanata) and poverty sump weed (lva axillaris; Flath 1979).

Utah’s CWCS identifies grassland and high desert scrub as the primary and secondary habitat for
WTPDs, respectively. Grassland and high desert scrub habitats were described in the previous
section under GPDs.

WTPDs, like other prairie dog species, are primarily found in relatively open plant communities
with short-stature vegetation (Tileston and Lechleitner 1966; Clark 1977; Collins and Lichvar
1986; Menkens 1987; Orabona-Cerovski 1991). Preference for open areas is probably due to
their use of visual surveillance for predators and for social interactions (Fitzgerald and
Lechleitner 1974). Menkens (1987) found near Laramie and Meeteetse, Wyoming, that median
shrub densities varied from slightly greater than 0-0.3 shrubs/mz2 (0-3.2 shrubs/ft2). Collins and
Lichvar (1986) found shrub densities to range from 0.1-2.5 stems/m2 (1.1-27 stems/ft2) and shrub
heights to be generally less than 66 cm (26 in) at occupied habitats in Meeteetse, Wyoming.
Total vegetative cover on WTPD colonies is highly variablewith reported averages ranging from
10-83 % (Tileston and Lechleitner 1966, Collins and Lichvar 1986; Menkens 1987).

WTPDs are primarily herbivorous with grasses making up the majority of their diet. Cool season
grasses dominate the diet in spring and early summer, and additional plants are used during other
seasons. Sagebrush and saltbush are used by WTPDs during late winter, forbs are used in early
spring before other green food is available, and as grasses and sedges flower, seed heads become
dominant in their diet (Tileston and Lechleitner 1966). Rabbitbrush flowers are consumed in fall
prior to hibernation (Tileston and Lechleitner 1966).
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WTPDs lack an effective system for conserving water (Vorhies 1945; Schmidt-Nielsen and
Schmidt-Nielsen 1952) and obtain most of their needed liquid from the plants they eat. WTPDs
can become water stressed during their active season if sufficient succulent vegetation is not
available. The presence of moist vegetation may be crucial to maintaining WTPD populations
because without it, they can not remain active long enough to gain sufficient weight to guarantee
winter survival (Beck 1994).

WTPDs cease above ground activity during periods when they are unable to meet metabolic
needs (Michener 1977; Bakko and Nahorniak 1986; Harlow and Menkens 1986; Rayor et al.
1987). Lack of precipitation, extreme daily temperatures and/or lack of forage and water appear
to be the ultimate factors in induced dormancy (Hudson and Bartholomew 1946 in Collier and
Spillett 1975). WTPDs generally hibernate for 4 to 5 months during the winter and may aestivate
during mid- to late summer, however timing of these patterns varies with latitude and elevation
(Hollister 1916; Tileston and Lechleitner 1966; Bakko and Brown 1967; Pizzimenti 1976b;
Harlow and Menkens 1986).

Adult males are the first to emerge in mid-February to early March, about 2 to 3 weeks before
adult females (Tileston and Lechleitner 1966; Clark 1977; Cooke 1993). After emergence of
females, the breeding season begins and lasts for about 2 to 3 weeks (Bakko and Brown 1967).
Pups emerge in mid- May to June at about 5 to 7 weeks of age, at which time the colony
experiences a dramatic increase in above ground densities of 150-400% (Tileston and
Lechleitner 1966; Clark 1977). The first week after emergence pups remain very close to their
natal burrows, but by week 3 they become entirely independent of both their mothers and natal
burrows (Clark 1977). Surface activity begins to cease for adult males in late July to mid-August
and for adult females about 2 to 4 weeks later (Bakko and Nahorniak 1986). Juveniles remain
active above ground until late fall.

Both male and female WTPDs are reproductively mature at 1 year of age (Cooke 1993).
Females are reproductively active once a year. Mean litter size at birth cannot be determined
because pups are in burrows; however, based on uterine swellings, females show an average of
5.64 + 0.74 embryos per litter (Bakko and Brown 1967) and Flath (1979) found an average of
4.58 pups per litter at 7 weeks based on a sample size of 7 litters.

WTPDs are one of the least colonial prairie dog species and often colonize in an irregular pattern
over the landscape. WTPD colonies are extremely difficult to characterize (Tileston and
Lechleitner 1966; Forrest et. al. 1985; Mariah Associates, Inc. 1986, 1987, 1988; Bio/West Inc.
1988; Patton 1989). In addition, densities of adults and yearlings within a colony are usually
significantly lower than those found in other prairie dog species (Lechleitner 1969; Clark 1977;
Hoogland 1979, 1981).

The social system of the WTPD has been classified as a single-family female kin cluster
(Tileston and Lechleitner 1966; Michener 1983) comprised of several reproductive females,
occasionally 1 or 2 males of reproductive age, and dependent young (Cooke 1993). Females
within a cluster are generally members of the same matriline (Cooke 1993). Within the cluster,
WTPDs spend little time in social maintenance and most of their active time feeding
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(approximately 60%; Tileston and Lechleitner 1966; Clark 1977; Orabona-Cerovski 1991; Grant
1995). Overt defense of individual WTPD cluster territories does not occur except during the
breeding season when individual males defend plots around burrows allowing only receptive
females to enter for copulation (Clark 1977; Cooke 1993). Clark (1977) also found that females
showed a weak defense around nest burrows just prior to the emergence of young (Tileston and
Lechleitner 1966; Clark 1977).

Little work has been done examining home range sizes in different habitats and for different sex
and age classes with regard to WTPDs. In southeastern Wyoming, WTPD home ranges have
been found to range from 0.5-1.9 ha (1.2-4.7 ac; Clark 1977) and in north-central Colorado,
home range sizes range from 0.15-0.2 ha (0.37-0.49 ac; Cooke 1993).

Emigration and immigration occur in early spring during the reproductive period, and again in
late summer and early fall as young disperse (Clark 1977). Clark (1977) found that young of the
year began to disperse when the population densities within colonies was greatest (late June to
early July). Competition and changes in social climate probably initiated dispersal. Dispersal
distance reported in the literature ranges from 50m (164 ft) to 300 m (984 ft). Oraboba-Cerovski
(1991), based on a sample of 29 radio-collared prairie dogs, described apparently limited
dispersal of male WTPDs in the Shirley Basin. In addition, Grant (1995), with a sample of 22
WTPDs, found that none of his radio-collared individuals dispersed; although they did make
long-distance movements of up to 225m.

WTPDs are capable of relatively long movements as illustrated by two translocated animals that
traveled 767 m (2,516 ft) and 823 m (2,700 ft) back to their original trap location. In addition,
dispersal distances reported for juvenile males and females in north-central Colorado ranged
from 0.4-2.4 km (0.1-1.4 mi) with one female dispersing 8.0 km (4.8 mi) (Cooke 1993).
Dispersal

WTPD activity is greatest between ambient temperature of 18-28°C (64-82°F; Grant 1995).
Individual animals within colonies can be seen throughout the day however, there are peak
activity periods in the morning and late afternoon in the summer, and in the afternoon during
spring and fall (Tileston and Lechleitner 1966). WTPDs are not active in heavy rain, high wind,
snow, or hail storms.

WTPD populations have been reported to fluctuate by more than 50% between consecutive years
(Menkens 1987; Menkens and Anderson 1989). In most cases, adult variation in density (27-
167%) was less than that reported for juveniles (124-348%; Menkens 1987). Variation in
densities between years and among habitats likely is due to disease cycles and vegetation
quantity and quality. It is important to note that population fluctuation caused by disease
outbreaks likely does not represent natural variability of prairie dog populations, as plague is an
introduced pathogen in prairie dog populations. Reports of burrow densities vary greatly from
location-to-location, ranging from 0.8-291/ha, (0.3-118/ac) with a mean of 2.1-41.7/ha (0.8-
16.8/ac; Tileston and Lechleitner 1966; Clark et al. 1986; Menkens 1987; Orabona-Cerovski
1991). Collins and Lichvar (1986) found that burrows were widely distributed and equidistant
from one another in WTPD colonies located in contiguous, homogeneous suitable habitat.
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However, if colonies occurred within a mosaic of habitat types with not all areas suitable for
prairie dogs, burrows were arranged in a clumped pattern.

KEYSTONE SPECIES STATUS

Kotliar et al. (1999) found sufficient evidence demonstrating that all 5 prairie dog species are
crucial to the structure and function of native systems, and concluded that keystone status was
appropriate.

Specifically, grazing and burrowing activities of the GPD and WTPD create unique habitats
within their grassland ecosystem, and their colonies represent distinct patches of vegetation
structure and composition relative to the surrounding landscape (Bangert and Slobodchikoff
2000). Presence of GPDs increases habitat heterogeneity at large spatial scales (Bangert and
Slobodchikoff 2000) and their burrows provide structural habitat for burrowing owls (Athene
cunicularia) and various small mammals (Miller et al. 1994). Measuring vertebrate species
diversity, Clark et al. (1982) recorded 16 reptile, 23 bird, and 16 mammal species on GPD towns.
WTPD colonies provide habitat for many other organisms (Martin and Schroeder 1979, Clark et
al. 1982), including the endangered black-footed ferret (Mustela nigripes) (Martin and Schroeder
1979, Biggins et al. 1999), the mountain plover (Charadrius montanus) (Manning and White
2001), the burrowing owl (Martin and Schroeder 1979), and the tiger salamander (Abystoma
tigrinum) (Clark 1971).

GPDs and WTPDs also serve as prey for a number of predators. GPDs are food for ferruginous
hawk (Buteo regalis), red-tailed hawk (Buteo jamaciensis), golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos),
and bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) Cully (1991). WTPDs serve as prey for badger
(Taxidea taxus) (Tileston and Lechleitner 1966, Hoogland 1981, Goodrich and Buskirk 1998),
golden eagle (Flath 1979, Campbell and Clark 1981; Hoogland 1981), ferruginous hawk (Cully
1991), bobcat (Felis rufus) (Flath 1979; Hoogland 1981), coyote (Canis latrans) (Flath 1979;
Hoogland 1981), long-tailed weasel (Mustela frenata) (Hoogland 1981), prairie falcon (Falco
mexicanus) (Hoogland 1981), kit fox (Vulpes macrotis)(List and Macdonald 2003), and black-
footed ferret (Forrest et al. 1985).

Given this high degree of association between GPDs and WTPDs and other species, and the
impacts of GPD and WTPD burrowing activity on the areas they inhabit, the status of GPDs and
WTPDs may serve as one indication of the overall health of shrub-steppe and prairie/grassland
ecosystems.

Associated Species

Black-footed ferret. Historically, the black-footed ferret ranged throughout the western United
States and western Canada. Ferrets depend almost exclusively on prairie dog colonies for food
and denning habitat (Forrest et al. 1985) and the historic range of the ferret included the ranges
of both the white-tailed prairie dog and Gunnison’s prairie dog (Anderson et al. 1986).
Reductions in prairie dog populations in addition to other factors, such as secondary poisoning
and canine distemper, resulted in near extinction of wild black-footed ferrets in the 1960s
(USFWS 1998). The black-footed ferret was listed as an endangered species under the ESA in
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1967. In 1999, the USFWS established a nonessential experimental population in northwestern
Colorado/northeastern Utah in accordance with section 10(j) of the ESA (USFWS 1998) and has
since established several additional reintroduction sites throughout the historic range of this
species.

The black-footed ferret is a Tier I species in Utah’s CWCS. The Utah DWR published the
Northeast Region Black-footed Ferret Management Plan in 2007 which is designed to facilitate
the recovery and delisting of the species, primarily by supporting reintroduction efforts in Uintah
County, Utah in a way that is compatible with existing and future economic values of the area.
The Northeast Region Black-footed Ferret Management Plan (UDWR 2007) and the Utah
CWCS (UDWR 2005) identify disease (plague, canine distemper, and tularemia), habitat loss,
energy development, and limited distribution as issues/threats to black-footed ferrets in the state.
The Utah CWCS also identifies prairie dog control in agricultural areas as being a threat to
persistence of black-footed ferrets (UDWR 2005). As disease, pesticide use, habitat loss, and
energy development have also been identified as threats to WTPDs, strategies to address these
threats are anticipated to help maintain populations of both species.

Kit fox. The kit fox is closely associated with desert and semi-arid regions throughout the west.
Kit foxes use prairie dog towns for both foraging and denning habitat (List and Macdonald
2003). The species historically has lived in areas devoid of free water (Egoscue 1956) and it is
well adapted to arid conditions with specialized behavior and physiological functions that
conserve water (Golightly and Ohmart 1984). However, the increased distribution of artificial
water sources has led to range expansion in species that both compete with and prey on kit foxes
(e.g. coyote) and has limited the kit fox to suboptimal habitat (Kozlowski 2005, List and
Macdonald 2003). In addition, conversion of cold desert habitats to invasive annual grasslands
has forced the species to consume suboptimal prey (AGEISS 2001). Several authors have
suggested conservation initiatives for kit foxes should be closely aligned with efforts to save
declining prairie dog ecosystems (Ceballos et al. 1993, List and Macdonald 2003). Vulpes
macrotis has been historically split into several subspecies, one of which is classified as
endangered under the ESA (San Joaquin kit fox, V. m. mutica).

The kit fox in Utah (primarily V. m. nevadensis) is currently a Tier II species in Utah’s CWCS
and is legally trapped as a furbearer, but is rarely targeted by trappers and most harvest is
incidental to trapping other furbearers. Harvest is identified as a threat to kit foxes in Utah’s
CWCS, as are bioaccumulation of pesticides, and expansion of other predators (primarily
coyotes) into kit fox range. It is expected that management actions directed at reducing pesticide
use to control prairie dogs may also help to maintain populations of kit foxes by potentially
reducing the threat of pesticide bioaccumulation.

Ferruginous Hawk. The ferruginous hawk is dependent on native prairie/shrubsteppe
ecosystems throughout the western United States and much of this habitat type has been lost
through exotic plant invasions, conversion to agricultural uses, energy extraction activities and
incompatible range management actions. In addition to habitat loss, ferruginous hawks are
threatened by poisoning of prey species, especially prairie dogs, directly through consumption of
bioaccumulated poisons and indirectly through the reduction in available prey (Dechant et al.
1999). Ferruginous hawks are often associated with prairie dogs (Kotliar et al. 1999) and local
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declines in hawk abundance have occurred following prairie dog declines in New Mexico (Cully
1991) and Colorado (Jones 1989). In addition, Gilmer and Stewart (1983) suggested that grazing
by prairie dogs reduce plant cover and make prey more visible to ferruginous hawks. The degree
of dependence of ferruginous hawks on prairie dogs in Utah is unknown. A petition to list the
ferruginous hawk under the ESA was rejected in 1992 (USFWS 1992).

The ferruginous hawk is listed as a species of concern on the Utah State Sensitive Species List
(Tier II in the Utah CWCS) and is a Utah Partners in Flight Priority Species. In addition, it is a
focus species in several Nature Conservancy (TNC) Ecoregional Conservation Plans and is listed
as a Bird of Conservation Concern by the USFWS. The ferruginous hawk is protected under the
Migratory Bird Treaty Act. The Utah CWCS identifies human disturbance to nest sites, lack of
information on population status, energy development on breeding grounds, and habitat loss
from number of sources as threats to ferruginous hawks in Utah. Strategies in this Plan that
address energy development and livestock grazing may help abate threats to ferruginous hawks
where they co-exist with GPD and WTPDs.

Burrowing Owl. The burrowing owl is dependent on prairie dogs and other small mammals to
excavate burrows that the owl uses for nesting and roosting. The species is suffering dramatic
declines and range contraction in states throughout the West, including Utah (James and Espie
1997). Population declines are due to habitat loss, fragmentation, and degradation associated
with widespread control of prairie dogs and ground squirrels, as well as conversion of open
prairie, grasslands, and agricultural land to development (Paige 1998). In Utah, burrowing owls
occur statewide but the species is rare, and rapid urbanization has contributed to habitat loss
throughout the state.

Though the burrowing owl has not been petitioned for listing under the ESA, it is listed as a
species of concern in Utah (Tier II in the Utah CWCS). It is protected by the Migratory Bird
Treaty Act and is a focus species in several TNC Ecoregional Conservation Plans. The Utah
CWCS identifies urbanization, a lack of information on genetic distribution, and a lack of
information on population productivity and its relationship to prairie dog colonies as threats to
burrowing owl populations in Utah. It is anticipated that research aimed at addressing questions
related to density and distribution of GPDs and WTPDs needed to assure their functionality in
the ecosystem and evaluations of keystone role of GPDs and WTPDs will also enhance our
understanding of associated species like the burrowing owl.

Mountain Plover. The mountain plover was historically associated with herbivorous grassland
mammals, such as large ungulates and prairie dogs, which created open habitat suitable for
plover nesting (Knowles et al. 1982, Olson-Edge and Edge 1987). Mountain plovers are closely
associated with black-tailed prairie dogs, but have been confirmed breeding in colonies of other
prairie dog species (Mexican prairie dogs, Desmond and Chavez-Ramirez 2002; white-tailed
prairie dogs, Manning and White 2001). The global population of mountain plovers has declined
by 50 percent since 1966 and the current population is estimated between 5,000 and 11,000
(Wunder and Knopf 2003). Once widely distributed through the Great Plains region, the species
now breeds primarily in Colorado, Wyoming, and Montana, and winters in southern California.
In Utah, the only known historical breeding site is in Duchesne County, south of Myton, in the
Uinta Basin (Day 1994, Manning and White 2001), and eastern Utah is likely the periphery of
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the breeding range (Manning and White 2001). A proposal to list the mountain plover under the
ESA was issued in 1999 and again in 2002 citing habitat loss and significant population declines.
In 2003, that proposal was withdrawn because new data indicated that threats to the species were
not significant (USFWS 2003).

Nationally, the mountain plover is protected by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. In Utah and the
west, the mountain plover is a tier III species in Utah’s CWCS, is a Utah Partners in Flight
Priority Species, and it is listed in the U.S. Shorebird Conservation Plan, the Intermountain West
Regional Shorebird Plan, and the Wyoming Basin Ecoregional Conservation Plan (TNC). Utah’s
CWCS identifies threats to mountain plovers: road construction related to energy development,
disturbance of nesting area from oil and gas development, and a lack of information about
population status in the state. It is anticipated that implementing Plan strategies that address oil
and gas development may also benefit mountain plovers where they coexist with WTPDs in
Utah.

DISTRIBUTION AND ABUNDANCE

Gunnison’s Prairie Dog

The Gunnison’s prairie dogs historic range included large portions of New Mexico, Colorado,
Utah, and Arizona; that range has contracted and the species is now largely restricted to the Four
Corners region (USFWS 2006). In 1961, it is estimated that approximately 100,000 acres were
occupied by GPDs (Knowles 2002). In 1968, the Utah Division of Wildlife, Bureau of Sport
Fisheries and Wildlife (later renamed the Utah Division of Wildlife Resources) estimated that
there was 22,007 acres of occupied GPD habitat in the state. In 1984, 8 GPD colonies were
mapped on BLM lands, totaling 2,212 acres, in San Juan County, as part of an evaluation of
habitat for black-footed ferrets (Wright 2006, Seglund et al. 2006). In 2002, the UDWR mapped
22 GPD colonies, with 3,687 acres of active colonies in Grand and San Juan County (Wright
2006, Seglund et al. 2006). Colonies were classified as active if >25% of burrows were active.
Sixty-three additional active GPD colonies located on private land were not included in this
mapping due to trespass restrictions. Most of these colonies were estimated to be <25 acres in
size (Seglund et al. 2006a).

A predicted range model developed for the GPD Conservation Assessment estimates that 3% of
the GPD predicted range model (PRM) occurs in Utah (Seglund et al. 2006a). The GPD PRM
was developed from a GIS model to depict a more accurate, spatial range of the GPD and does
not imply that the area could be or is appropriate for use by GPDs.

During 2005 the Utah DWR explored known GPD habitat on public land in southeastern Utah
looking for active colonies. When a distinct colony was located (as opposed to widely scattered
individuals) a burrow transect was established. Transects were oriented along the long-axis of
prairie dog colonies as determined during a preliminary inspection from an elevated point or the
top of the truck cab. Methodology and definitions followed Biggins et al. (1993).

Most GPD complexes were characterized by high burrow densities. Total burrow densities
ranged from 195/ha to 527/ha. However, one complex, Butler Wash had 0 active burrows out of
195 total burrows/ha. The total active burrow density for GPD transects was 74.5/ha and the
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ratio of active burrows/total burrows was 0.25. All complexes maintained good densities of
burrows compared to literature reports (Campbell and Clark 1981) (Table 1). In the Butler Wash
complex where none were active, there may have been a recent plague outbreak (Wright 2006).

Also in 2005, the Utah DWR developed a GIS layer of soils considered suitable for GPD habitat
in southeastern Grand County and San Juan County. Based on previous mapping, interviews,
and road reconnaissance, a 180 record point file of potential GPD locations was assembled.
Three soil surveys using different soil map unit keys and soil map unit names cover the range of
the GPD in Utah. Each GPD point location was assigned to the soil map unit in which it was
located. In the northern area “Soil Survey of Canyonlands Area, Utah”, any soil map units with
two or more GPD points assigned to it was tentatively added to the layer of GPD suitable soil
layer. Soil map unit descriptions determined to be inappropriate because of shallow profile or
high rock content were edited out of the layer. The same procedure was followed in the “Soil
Survey of San Juan Co., Utah Central Part” and “Soil Survey of San Juan Area, Utah” with one
exception. Because there was more private land and fewer GPD points in these areas, a single
point was sufficient to have a soil map unit tentatively included in the layer.

The GPD suitable soil layer comprised 2,549 square kilometers. Out of 180 GPD potential
locations, 155 (86%) fell within the GPD suitable soil layer, and most that did not were close to
the edge of the layer. Not all locations in the point file have been verified as suitable for GPD’s
by site visits. The Utah DWR has used this soil layer to enhance and refine the existing PRM for
GPDs in the state. The resulting map is considered the revised predicted range model (RPRM)
for GPDs in Utah and will be used to develop occupancy surveys, as described in the
MONITORING STRATEGY section of this document. The RPRM for GPDs in Utah encompasses
approximately 839,500 hectares (Figure 2), primarily falling on federal land (56%) with lesser
amounts on private and state lands (Figure 2, Table 2).

In 2007, the Utah DWR conducted occupancy surveys (as described in the Monitoring Strategy
section of this document) for GPDs in Utah; 29 of 142 plots surveyed were occupied (A. Wright,
Utah Division of Wildlife Resources, personal communication). This survey will be repeated in
2010 to determine trends in occupancy in Utah and will contribute to determining occupancy
trends across the range of the species (WAFWA 2007).

White-tailed Prairie Dog

The distribution of white-tailed prairie dogs includes Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, and Montana
(Knowles 2002). Though the species’ current range is similar to its historic range, there is
evidence that species abundance has declined as a result of control efforts and plague (Seglund et
al. 2004). There is no range-wide population estimate for white-tailed prairie dogs. A predicted
range model developed for the WTPD Conservation Assessment estimates that there are 340,470
occupied acres throughout the species range (Seglund et al. 2006b). The predicted range model
was developed from a GIS model to depict a more accurate, spatial range of the WTPD and does
not imply that the area could be or is appropriate for WTPD occupation.

In Utah, white-tailed prairie dogs occur in Rich, Summit, Daggett, Uintah, Duchesne, Carbon,
Emery, and Grand Counties (Seglund et al. 2004). In Utah, WTPDs have been found at
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elevations from 1,280-2,438 m (4,199-7,999 ft; Boschen 1986; Cranney and Day 1994;
Intermountain Ecosystems 1994).

The predicted range model (PRM) developed for the WTPD Conservation Assessment estimates
that 13% of the WTPD predicted range occurs in Utah (Seglund et al. 2006b). In Utah, the PRM
for the WTPD encompasses 8,583,526 acres (Figure 1), most of which is located on federal land
(59%) (Figure 2, Table 2).

A statewide evaluation of the distribution and population status of WTPDs in Utah is confounded
by a history of incomplete and inconsistent surveys, and variable time periods between estimates
at specific sites. Efforts have been made to determine both population trends and changes in
distribution over time. These efforts were detailed in the WTPD Conservation Assessment
(Seglund et al. 2006b) and information presented in this document has largely been drawn
directly from that effort.

The only comprehensive effort to quantify prairie dog distribution was conducted by Utah
UDWR in 2002 to 2003. Previous efforts to account for the statewide distribution of WTPDs
were incomplete. Therefore, trends in the predicted range of WTPDs in Utah over time must be
inferred from evaluation of quantitative data collected on a limited number of sites. In addition,
many WTPD colonies occur on private lands, and trespass restrictions prevent foot access for
field surveys. Consequently, the data presented below represent minimum estimates of both
WTPD distribution and abundance.

e The first concerted effort to document prairie dog distribution and abundance throughout
Utah occurred in 1968 when the Division of Wildlife, Bureau of Sport Fisheries and
Wildlife (later renamed UDWR) compiled a map of UPD, GPD, and WTPD colonies
using knowledge from professional biologists throughout the state (Bureau of Sport
Fisheries and Wildlife 1968). The effort produced a rough map of species’ distribution,
but did not attempt to quantify occupied habitat by each species. This collaboration
identified both the Uintah Basin in northeastern Utah and Castle Valley in eastern Utah
(south of Price and west and east of U.S. State Highway 10) as areas supporting the
greatest amount of habitat occupied by WTPDs.. In far eastern Utah, the Cisco Desert
along Interstate 70 and Rich County near Evanston, Wyoming were thought to contain
the lowest concentrations of WTPDs.

e The next major effort to document WTPD distribution and abundance in Utah occurred in
1985 (Boschen 1986, Cedar Creek Associates 1986). Since 1985, state and federal
agencies, and occasionally private consultants, have sporadically surveyed portions of the
species’ range. In addition to surveys to document occupied habitat, a handful of WTPD
sites have been intensively monitored to evaluate their suitability as black-footed ferret
habitat.

Surveys of WTPD populations have been conducted in several prairie dog complexes and sub-
complexes in the Uinta Basin of northeastern Utah from 1997 to 2007 (Figure 3, Table 3). These
surveys have been conducted primarily in support of black-footed ferret reintroduction efforts.
Coyote Basin (including Kennedy Wash) and Snake John Reef are sub-complexes located within
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the larger Raven Complex in Uintah County, Utah, and Moffat County, CO. Coyote Basin, the
primary release site for black-footed ferrets, is located along the Colorado/Utah border 11 miles
south of US 40. Snake John Reef, the secondary release site for black-footed ferrets, is located
along US 40 near the Colorado/Utah border and near Dinosaur, CO. Shiner Basin Complex is
located northeast of Vernal and south of Diamond Mountain. Shiner Basin is not located within
the current black-footed ferret management area but is within the 10(j) designated area. Within
these areas, WTPD colonies were mapped, evaluated for their potential as black-footed ferret
reintroduction sites, and monitored annually to track continued habitat suitability for black-
footed ferrets (Biggins et al. 1989, 1993) (Figure 3).

e Coyote Basin — Little was known about the Coyote Basin sub-complex before initiation
of black-footed ferret habitat surveys, but it was thought that a die-off had occurred here
in 1990 (Boschen 1993). Windshield surveys from 1992 to 1993 showed an increase in
WTPD numbers throughout the sub-complex (Boschen 1993). Intensive black-footed
ferret habitat surveys (Biggins et al. 1989, 1993) were conducted in Coyote Basin from
1997 to 2006. Surveys from 1997 to 2000 showed the Coyote Basin population declining
slightly. In 2001, the population began to increase and in 2002, the population of WTPDs
was the highest recorded since transecting began in 1997. Subsequent surveys in 2003
and 2004 showed a significant decline in the number of WTPDs. Surveys in 2005 and
2006 have shown a increase in WTPD numbers although they have not reached 2002
levels. The rapid drop in prairie dog numbers from 2002-2004 is likely attributable to
extreme drought conditions. A plague epizootic is not suspected. The coefficient of
variation for Coyote Basin was 33% (Table 3).

Kennedy Wash — From 1982 to 1988 a ferruginous hawk mitigation study was conducted in the
Kennedy Wash area of the Uintah Basin (Stalmaster 1985, 1988). During this research project,
WTPD densities were determined by counting WTPDs seen along established transects in April
and June. Numbers of WTPDs observed varied from a high of 242 WTPDs/km2 (629/mi2) in
1983 to a low in 1987 of 13 WTPDs/kmz (33.8/mi2). In 1988, the WTPD population increased
and was estimated at 65 WTPDs/km2 (169/mi2). Black-footed ferret habitat surveys were
conducted in the Kennedy Wash sub-complex from 1998 to 2003. The Kennedy Wash sub-
complex showed a trend similar to that documented in Coyote Basin: the population declined
slightly from 1998 to 2001, increased sharply in 2002, and declined significantly in 2003. The
coefficient of variation for Kennedy Wash was 48% (Table 3). Prairie dog colonies within
Kennedy Wash are considered part of the Coyote Basin sub-complex.
e Snake John Reef— Black-footed ferret habitat surveys were completed in the Snake John
sub-complex from 2001 to 2006. WTPD population estimates were similar in 2001 and
2002, but like Coyote Basin, populations declined significantly in 2003. The level of
decrease in Snake John Reef was not as dramatic as in Coyote Basin. The coefficient of
varlation for Snake John was 25% (Table 3).

¢ Shiner Basin — Basin was surveyed from 1997 to 2000. WTPD populations declined
froma high or 47,551 in 1998 to an estimated low of 5,383 in 1999. Due to this
significant decline, Shiner Basin was removed from consideration as a black-footed ferret
release site even though transecting in 2000 documented an increase in the WTPD
population estimate. For the 4 years of surveys, Shiner Basin had a coefficient of
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variation of 91% (Table 3). In 2002 and 2003, a low intensity survey effort (~60% of the
area was sampled) was conducted within the Shiner Basin Management Area in order to
evaluate WTPD population recovery (B. Zwetzig, BLM, personal communication).
Survey results showed presence of WTPDs but at extremely low densities. However,
prairie dog numbers have continued to increase since 2003 but transecting still has not be
resumed in this area.

Averaging WTPD population estimates over all transected colonies surveyed in Utah from 1997-
2003 showed a pattern of populations reaching high densities with subsequent declines in both
1999 and in 2003 (Seglund et al. 2006b). WTPD populations over all transected colonies within
the Uinta Basin fluctuated despite the short term duration in monitoring (3-7 years/site) with
coefficients of variation ranging from 25% to 91% (Table 3). Population estimates demonstrated
dramatic increases and decreases in numbers of WTPDs within a one-year period (e.g. Kennedy
Wash increased from an estimated 3,670 WTPDs [3/ha; 7.4/ac] in 2001 to 10,282 WTPDs
[8.6/ha; 21.2/ac] in 2002 and Shiner Basin saw a decline in WTPDs from 47,551 [11/ha; 27.2/ac]
in 1998 to 5,383 in 1999 [1.8/ha; 4.4/ac]). Because WTPDs reproduce only once per year and
juvenile emergence ranges from 2.94-3.83 per litter (Tileston and Lechleitner 1966; Bakko and
Brown 1967), these oscillations in population estimates may be biologically significant.
However, whether these fluctuations are normal can not be determined with the short-term
duration in sampling.

In addition to the above survey efforts, during 2002 and 2003, the UDWR began a statewide
mapping effort to quantify the current area occupied by white-tailed prairie dog colonies on
public lands. Methods of data collection varied slightly among UDWR administrative regions,
but all relied upon site visits to describe colony size and activity. The 2002 to 2003 surveys
estimated that white-tailed prairie dog colonies occupied 57,463 ha (141,808 ac) in Utah (Figure
2, Figure 3). Colonies in Grand, Emery and Carbon Counties in south central Utah occupied
10,869 ha (26,856 ac) on public lands (Seglund 2002). Within the Uinta Basin of northeastern
Utah, 46,521 ha (114,951 ac) of occupied habitat were recorded (Maxfield 2002). In northern
Utah, five colonies consisting of 73 ha (180 ac) were mapped in 2003 (A. Kozlowski, UDWR,
personal communication).

LEGAL STATUS

In Utah GPDs and WTPDs are protected by both State Code and administrative rule. Utah law
and administrative rules protect GPDs and WTPD from unlawful possession, transportation,
destruction, and harm. The relevant sections of Utah Code are:

1. Definitions (23-13-2) of "Wildlife" (49), "Protected Wildlife" (35) and
of "Take" (43):
http://www.le.state.ut.us/~code/TITLE23/htm/23 _01003.htm

ii. Captivity of protected wildlife unlawful (23-13-4):
http://www.le.state.ut.us/~code/TITLE23/htm/23 _01005.htm
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iii. Importation or exportation and release unlawful (23-15-5):
http://www.le.state.ut.us/~code/TITLE23/htm/23 01006.htm

v. Taking, transportation, selling, or purchasing protected wildlife illegal
except as authorized (23-20-3):
http://www.le.state.ut.us/~code/TITLE23/htm/23 _08005.htm

V. Wanton destruction of protected wildlife (23-20-4):
http://www.le.state.ut.us/~code/TITLE23/htm/23 _08007.htm

The relevant administrative rules are:

1. Rule R657-3. Collection, Importation, Transportation, and Possession
of Zoological Animals:
http://www.rules.utah.gov/publicat/code/r657/r657-003.htm

o R675-3-11 Certificate of Registration Required:
http://www.rules.utah.gov/publicat/code/r657/r657-
003.htm#T11

o R657-3-24 Classification and Specific Rules for Mammals:
http://www.rules.utah.gov/publicat/code/r657/r657-
003.htm#T24

Gunnison’s Prairie Dog

The GPD is designated as a nongame mammal in Utah under Rule R657-19-2. The GPD is on
the UDWR “Sensitive Species List” (UDWR 2003), which was prepared pursuant to The State
of Utah, Division of Wildlife Resources Administrative Rule R657-48. Utah has included the
GPD in their CWCS as a Tier II species (Utah Species of Concern). They have also identified
both shrubsteppe and grasslands as key habitats in the CWCS. R657-19 provides the standards
and requirements for taking and possessing nongame mammals (GPDs) under authority of State
Statute (23-13-3, 23-4-18, 23-14-19).

The GPD was petitioned for listing under the ESA in February 2004, but that petition was
rejected in January, 2006 citing lack of scientific evidence (USFWS 2006). However, USFWS is
currently in litigation relative to this decision.

The live capture of prairie dogs and other nongame mammals is governed by Rule R657-3;
Collection, Importation, Transportation and Subsequent Possession of Zoological Animals.
Hunting or shooting of GPDs is prohibited on public lands from 1 April through 15 June, but
they may be taken on private lands year-round. No license is required to take GPDs (R657-19-
10); they may be taken without bag or possession limits (R657-19-5).
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Utah State Statutes (4-23-3, UCA) classify prairie dogs as "depredating animals”. This section
of law is administered by the Utah Department of Agriculture and Food. Little control work
currently is being done in Utah. Wildlife Services is rarely requested to assist land owners in
control efforts and poison grain baits have not been requested for at least 8 years (M. Bodenchuk,
former State Director for Wildlife Services in Utah, personal communication).

The GPD in Utah is considered a “Sensitive Species” by the BLM. The BLM in Utah is
currently revising Resource Management Plans in the Moab and Monticello Field Offices,
covering the entire range of the GPD in Utah. In the revised land use plans, BLM will recognize
the GPD as a Sensitive Species, and will address GPD habitat conservation measures through a
range of alternatives. Because the GPD is considered a Sensitive Species, the Bureau’s 6840
Policy requires that the Bureau “...ensure that actions authorized, funded, or carried out by the
BLM do not contribute to the need for the species to become listed.” Within these new plans, the
BLM may propose to manage habitat for prairie dogs according to UDWR recommendations, by
developing cooperative agreements with UDWR or other agencies to inventory GPD habitat,
consider suitable unoccupied habitat for population expansion, develop conservation measures to
protect active GPD colonies, mitigate impacts from new roads, oil and gas developments, and
rights-of-way, adjust livestock grazing to favor spring plant growth where feasible, limit OHV
use to existing roads and trails, and/or propose establishment of Areas of Critical Environmental
Concern (ACEC) where GPD habitat would receive management priority over other resource
uses.

White-tailed Prairie Dog

The WTPD is a species of concern on the Utah Sensitive Species List (Tier II species in the Utah
CWCS). The USFWS was petitioned in July 2002 to list the white-tailed prairie dog as
threatened or endangered under the ESA, but the USFWS found that listing was unwarranted in
November 2004, citing lack of scientific evidence (USFWS 2004). USFWS is anticipating
litigation relative to this decision.

No license is required to take WTPDs (R657-19-10); they may be taken 24-hours-a-day, without
bag or possession limits (R657-19-5). Take of WTPDs is prohibited on public lands from 1
April through 15 June, but they may be taken on private lands year-round. WTPDs may be taken
in the following counties, which describe the limits of their gross range in Utah: Carbon,
Daggett, Duchesne, Emery, Morgan, Rich, Summit, Uintah, and all areas west and north of the
Colorado River in Grand County. No take of WTPDs is permitted within the Primary
Management Zone for black-footed ferret recovery bordering Colorado in eastern Uintah County
(R657-19-2(b)). This year-round shooting closure was imposed in 1999 [Subsection (2)(b)(1)].
The closed area boundary begins at the Utah-Colorado state line and Uintah County Road 403,
also known as Stanton Road, northeast of Bonanza, southwest along this road to SR 45 at
Bonanza, north along this highway to Uintah County Road 328, also known as Old Bonanza
Highway, north along this road to Raven Ridge, just south of US 40, southeast along Raven
Ridge to the Utah-Colorado state line, and south along this state line to point of beginning.

The Utah Administrative Code classifies the WTPD as a depredating animal (Sec. 4-23-3,
definition (5)) and maintains jurisdiction on damage issues. Little contro