Prairie Mammals

Before Europeans settled in Illinois, animals such as bison and elk roamed the prairie, but shortly after 1800, these mammals disappeared from the state because they were over-hunted and their habitat was turned into farmland.
The mammals that live in or around Illinois prairies today are those that have successfully adapted to changes in their habitat. Some of them live in the remnants of what used to be large prairies. Others have adapted to open farmland settings.

The smallest prairie mammals such as the thirteen lined ground squirrel and the prairie vole are active mostly at night and spend most of the day in under-ground burrows, safely away from birds and other predators. Rabbits, badgers, coyote and white-tailed deer also live on prairies.

Bison and elk, the largest prairie mammals, are no longer naturally found in Illinois. The wolves, cougars and even grizzly bears that once preyed upon these large
grazers have retreated to remote areas of western and northern North America. 

Following are some examples of prairie mammals to read and learn about.

     Thirteen Lined  Ground Squirrel

                                                                Discussion:
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Because ground squirrels spend most of their lives below ground, they build extensive burrows. Thirteen-lined ground squirrels make three types of burrows:

• Hiding burrows are short and there are lots of them.
• Nesting burrows are larger.
• Hibernating burrows are below the frost line (20-40 inches deep) contain a large nest and a plugged entrance.
The thirteen-lined squirrel is from 4 1/2 to 6 1/2 inches long, with a tail that is 2 1/2 to 5 inches long. The body is light to dark brown, with 13 stripes down its back. The stripes alternate between solid white and ark with white dots. This ground squirrel resembles the chipmunk in size, but the chipmunk has a broad white stripe bordered with black on each side of the body and face. The ground squirrels dig burrows without a mound of soil at the entrance. They spread the soil around and pat it down with their feet and the top of their head. Breeding takes place once a year about mid-April. The babies are born about 28 days later and emerge from the burrow a month after birth.
Thirteen-lined ground squirrels live in short grasslands and weedy areas. This squirrel needs to see over the top of the grass when it stands on its hind legs. Golf courses, cemeteries, parks, roadsides, and airport land are ideal because they are occasionally mowed. Their predators are hawks, weasels, badgers, dogs and cats. Thirteen-lined ground squirrels eat grasses, weeds, seeds, and crops. They also eat earthworms and insects such as grasshoppers, beetles, and ants.

Badger

Discussion:
A badger's feet and claws are very strong. They have been known to dig their way through blacktop and concrete. They are well adapted to prairie habitat because they can dig through soil full of the tough roots of prairie plants. [image: image3.jpg]



Badger fur looks reddish-gray because each hair is white on the tip, black in the middle, and tan near the root. The fur is also tan with a white stripe from their nose down the middle of their back.  The body is long, low, flat, and broad. The badger can make noises such as grunts, hisses, squeals, yaps, and purrs.
Badgers live in every part of Illinois except the far southern tip. They live in open country, pastures, prairies, railroad rights-of-way, shoulders of highways, alfalfa fields, and brushy areas. Badgers mate in summer. One to five young are born the next spring. The young are almost bald and their eyes are closed for about one month.
Badgers are nocturnal. They feed mostly on mammals that use burrows, such as thirteen-lined ground squirrels, woodchucks, plains pocket gophers, and voles.
Coyote
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Discussion:
Coyotes found in Illinois weigh 40 to 50 pounds, which is larger than coyotes found in the western states. Their coat varies in color. They have a blackish stripe down the ridge of the back that continues to the tip of the tail, light gray-brown on the sides, and creamy gray or yellow underside. There is reddish fur behind the ears and on the snout. The coyote molts (sheds) its winter fur every summer. Coyotes make a yapping noise followed by a howl at certain times of the year.
Coyotes live in all parts of Illinois, but they avoid urban areas. They prefer brushy areas at the edges of woods. They also live in the wooded bluffs of the Mississippi River, the hills of southern Illinois, strip-mined lands, and prairies. They dig burrows or dens. Litters of four to nine young are born in April. The male brings food to the nursing female and pups. There are as estimated 20,000 to 30,000 coyotes in the Illinois.
Coyotes eat cottontail rabbits, pigs, poultry, mice raccoons, and occasionally deer.

Bison
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Discussion:
Bison, known also as buffalo and Illinois cattle, were plentiful in the 1600s and 1700s. Some Native Americans hunted bison. French explorers wrote about them in their journals.
In 1763 and 1779, there were severe winters with snow over ten feet deep followed by spring flooding. It is thought that thousands of bison died from lack of food and from falling through the ice on lakes and rivers. After that there were fewer bison in Illinois; they disappeared by about 1810. There are no longer any bison living in the “wild” in Illinois, however there are herds of domestic bison.
Bison are brown with a darker brown head, neck, and hump. They are covered with longer coarse hair that forms a beard on the chin and throat. Adult bison are 5 1/2 to 6 feet tall and 10 to 12 feet long from the nose to the tip of the tail. An adult male weighs from 1,600 to 2,000 pounds. A female weighs about 900 pounds. Calves are born in spring and take eight years to mature. Bison live in herds. 
Elk or Wapiti
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Discussion:
In 1673, Pere Marquette's party saw many elk as they explored the Illinois River. Early Euro-American settlers of the 1800s hunted elk for food. They also decreased the food supply of the elk by turning grasslands into farms. The last verified sighting of an elk in the wild in Illinois was in 1855. Most areas of Illinois had no elk by the 1830s. There are no free-ranging elk in Illinois today.
An elk is a hoofed animal of the deer family. An elk has dark brown hair on the head, neck, and legs. The body is lighter brown, and the rump is cream-colored. Mature males have branched antlers; the healthier the male, the more branches it has. Males weigh from 500 to 800 pounds. Females weigh from 450 to 550 pounds. They mate in the fall and the calves are born in the spring. One male may mate with several females.
Elk are mainly grazers. They live on grasslands or prairies.

Franklin’s Ground Squirrel
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Let’s travel back in time 200 years to a warm spring day in early May. We’re Potawatomi Native Americans walking along the Des Plaines River, near where Chicago Avenue in River Forest is now. Tallgrass prairie, sometimes interspersed with oak savanna and wetlands, stretches as far as the eye can see. Passing our tribe’s Snake Effigy Mound, we notice 3- to 4-inch holes dug into the side of the mound that were not there last spring. We turn and walk in the prairie. Suddenly we hear rapid trilling whistles, unlike those of any bird. Absolutely still, we try to pinpoint the sound. Our reward is the sight of several ground squirrels peeking out over the intermediate grasses near the river. Unlike common 13-lined ground squirrels, these animals are much bigger (14-16 inches long), and have grayish-brown bodies without stripes. We hear more distinctive whistles, and our new friends seem to vanish. Looking more closely we find more 3- to 4-inch holes with small mounds in front of them. Altogether we find about 10 burrows, though we see no additional ground squirrels. We have found a Franklin’s ground squirrel colony. 
Franklin’s ground squirrel is a local, little-known prairie mammal. Their distinctive call causes them to be known as whistle pigs. Sometimes they are also called gray gophers. In Illinois, Franklin’s ground squirrels prefer habitats with intermediate and tall grasses. They are not found in areas with short or mowed grasses. Though Franklin’s ground squirrels are diurnal, they are less often seen than heard. A Franklin’s ground squirrel burrow must be deep and well drained to be insulated from heat and cold. In 1855, Robert Kennicott wrote that Franklin’s ground squirrels dug burrows in river and ditch banks. Today the beds of elevated railroad rights-of-way seem to provide similar, acceptable habitats.
One of the true hibernators, it sleeps from about September to April with a body temperature just a few degrees over freezing. Right after coming out of hibernation, it breeds and has a single yearly litter of 6-9 pups around early June.  Franklin’s ground squirrels eat insects, green plants, seeds, fruit, amphibians, bird eggs, young birds and mammals, and carrion. Their principal predators are the red-tailed hawk, red fox, badger, coyote, striped skunk, mink, and long-tailed weasel. Their home range is usually 1.5-3 acres. In the wild, life expectancy is 4-5 years for females and 1-2 years for males.
Since more than 99 percent of prairie has been lost since European settlement, prairie mammals, including the prairie deer mouse, prairie vole, and Franklin’s ground squirrels have suffered. Considered by some an agricultural pest, the Franklin’s ground squirrel has been systematically exterminated. In the late 1800s, millions of these squirrels were killed for bounties of up to 10 cents per skin. Similar attitudes persist today, despite little evidence that Franklin’s ground squirrels cause much crop damage (which is not very surprising, given their omnivorous nature). Indeed, there is good evidence that they avoid row crops, and are only occasionally found in cover crops. Franklin’s ground squirrels do sometimes eat game bird eggs and, as a result, are not well liked by some bird hunters.
Today the Franklin’s ground squirrel is very rare in the Chicago Wilderness region, as well as in the United States in general. Its historical range is the north central United States, including the northern two-thirds of Illinois, and south-central Canada. The Franklin’s ground squirrel is listed as endangered in Indiana, imperiled in Wisconsin, and rare in Iowa. It is not listed in Illinois. 
Plaines Pocket Gopher
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Discussion:
Plains pocket gophers can run backwards in their burrows as fast as they can run forward. They use their bare tail as a feeler when backing up in the burrows. Their loose skin lets them turn a somersault in the tunnel for a quick getaway.
The plains pocket gopher is a small, solitary (lives alone) rodent. It is 5 1/2 to 9 inches long. In Illinois, this type of pocket gopher is black, rather than yellowish brown. It has large forefeet with strong claws and toes with bristles for digging. It uses its front teeth to dig and to gnaw roots and tubers.
Plains pocket gophers live in pastures, grasslands, and prairies. In Illinois, they live in a 100-mile-wide band that stretches from the Mississippi River at St. Louis, and follows the south shore of the Illinois River and Kankakee Rivers northeast to the Indiana border.
The gophers choose well-drained soil that supports the growth of plants like alfalfa that have tuberous roots. Burrows are often located on embankments near roads. Most of their lives are spent underground. They dig burrows just under the surface to find roots. Every few feet they push the soil they have dug out up through the surface to remove it from the tunnel. It forms a mound. Plains pocket gophers are vegetarians. They eat roots, tubers, bulbs, carrots and other vegetables, grass, nuts, and sometimes the green parts of plants.
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Prairie Vole

Discussion:
Prairie voles use postures to indicate behaviors toward enemies or competitors. They signal a threat by raising their forefeet, extending their head forward, and chattering their teeth. Other postures are the upright stand, the lunge, boxing, wrestling, the chase, and retreat. 
Prairie voles live in all parts of Illinois in grassy fields that are not too damp. They prefer pastures, alfalfa fields, prairies, and weedy areas. Near towns they live on golf courses and vacant lots. They part the grass at the ground level to make 2-inch wide runways between the entrances to their burrows, or from the burrows to their food source. They also use grass to line their underground nests.
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White Tailed Deer

Discussion:  Although primarily nocturnal, the White-tailed Deer may be active at any time. It often moves to feeding areas along established trails, then spreads out to feed. The animal usually beds down near dawn, seeking concealing cover. This species is a good swimmer. The winter coat of the northern deer has hollow hair shafts, which fill with air, making the coat so buoyant that it would be difficult for the animal to sink should it become exhausted while swimming. The White-tailed Deer is also a graceful runner, with top speeds to 36 mph, although it flees to nearby cover rather than run great distances. This deer can make vertical leaps of 8 1/2 feet and horizontal leaps of 30 feet.   This deer eats 5 to 9 pounds of food per day and drinks water from rain, snow, dew, or a water source. When nervous, the White-tailed Deer snorts through its nose and stamps its hooves, a telegraphic signal that alerts other nearby deer to danger. If alarmed, the deer raises, or "flags," its tail, exhibiting a large, bright flash of white; this communicates danger to other deer and helps a fawn follow its mother in flight. There are two types of social grouping: the family group of a doe and her young, which remain together for nearly a year (and sometimes longer), and the buck group. The family group usually disbands just before the next birth, though occasionally two sets of offspring are present for short periods. Bucks are more social than does for most of the year, forming buck groups of three to five individuals; the buck group, which constantly changes and disbands shortly before the fall rut, is structured as a dominance hierarchy. Threat displays include stares, lowered ears, and head-up and head-down postures. Attacks involve kicking and, less commonly, rearing and flailing with the forefeet. Bucks and does herd separately most of the year, but in winter they may gather together, or "yard up." As many as 150 deer may herd in a yard. Yarding keeps the trails open through the movement of large groups of animals, and provides protection from predators. The leadership of the yards is matriarchal. Deer may occupy the same home range year after year, and may defend bedding sites, but otherwise are not territorial. The White-tailed Deer is less polygamous than other deer, and a few bucks mate with only one doe. The extended rutting season begins at about the time the male is losing his velvet, which varies with latitude. At this time, bucks are still in buck groups, and sparring for dominance increases. (Sparring consists of two deer trying to push each other backward.) The buck group then breaks up, and several bucks begin following a doe at a distance of 150 feet or so. They follow the doe’s scent; the largest buck stays closest to the female. A buck attempts to dominate other bucks and may mate with several does over the breeding season. He produces "buck rubs" and also "scrapes," revisiting them regularly during the rut; glandular secretions are left on the rubs. Does visit the scrapes and urinate in them; bucks then follow the trails of the does.  A young doe bred for the first time usually produces one fawn, but thereafter has twins and occasionally triplets if food is abundant. The female remains near the fawns, returning to feed them only once or twice a day. Twin fawns are separated, which serves to protect them. Fawns stay with the mother into the fall or winter, sometimes for up to two years, but the doe generally drives off her young of the previous year shortly before giving birth. The Whitetail’s first antlers are usually a single spike (the "spikehorn"). A three-year-old would be expected to have eight points, but there can be more or less, as the number of tines is influenced greatly by nutritional factors. A Whitetail’s age is determined not by the number of tines on its horns but by the wear on its teeth.

Bobcat
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Discussion: Found only in North America, where it is the most common wildcat, the Bobcat gets its common name from its stubby, or "bobbed," tail. The animal is an expert climber. Sometimes it rests on a boulder or a low tree branch, its mottled fur providing excellent camouflage; if hard-pressed, it will swim. The Bobcat’s home range varies in size with sex, season, and prey distribution and abundance. It marks its range using urine, feces, anal gland scent, and scrapes and scratches. The Bobcat, like many larger predators, can fast for some time when food is not available, but eats heavily when it is. The animal consumes small prey immediately, but caches and revisits larger kills. The Bobcat and the Lynx are capable of killing prey as large as deer, but they seldom do so except in deep snow, when food is scarce, or when fawns are available. When food is scarce the Bobcat will eat carrion, usually animals killed by cars or by hunters.  The Bobcat is a solitary animal, the sexes coming together only for mating.  Males are sexually active all year, but most females are in heat in February or March. The young are well furred and spotted at birth. They begin exploring at one month and are weaned at two. By fall they are hunting on their own, but remain with the mother for nearly a year. The various calls of the Bobcat sound much like those of the domestic cat, although its scream is piercing. When threatened, the animal utters a short, sudden, and resonant "cough-bark." It yowls loudest and most often during the breeding season. Humans (who hunt Bobcats with hounds in some areas) and the automobile are this animal’s worst enemies, but predators such as the fox, owls, and adult male Bobcats may attack the young.

Eastern Cotton Tail
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Discussion: The most common rabbit in much of the U.S., the Eastern Cottontail is primarily nocturnal, but is abroad near dawn and dusk and often on dark days. On midwinter nights, groups of cottontails have been seen frolicking on crusted snow. Cottontails usually hop, but they can leap 10 to 15 feet; sometimes they stand on their hind feet to view their surroundings. When pursued, they usually circle their territory and often jump sideways to break their scent trail. They dislike getting wet but will swim if pressed. In winter, where brush is strong enough to hold a covering blanket of snow, they may make a network of runways beneath it. In cold weather, they often take shelter in Woodchuck burrows. This species feeds on many different plants, mainly herbaceous varieties in summer and woody varieties in winter.  During the breeding season, males fight one another and perform dance-like courtship displays before the territorial females. These displays involve face-offs and much jumping, including females jumping over males. Individuals often jump straight up into the air, and pairs or small groups often engage in active chases. The young are born in a nest lined with plant material and fur from the mother’s breast. The nest cavity, in a hollow in the ground, is about 7 inches deep and 5 inches wide. The top of the nest is capped over with vegetation; nests in lawns are often exposed when lawn mowers take the tops off. The young are nursed at dawn and dusk. Within hours after giving birth the female mates again. If no young were lost, a single pair, together with their offspring, could produce 350,000 rabbits in five years. However, this rabbit’s death rate vies with its birth rate; few individuals live longer than one year.
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Common Grey Fox

Discussion: Although active primarily at twilight and at night, the Common Gray Fox is sometimes seen foraging by day in brush, thick foliage, or timber. The only American Canid with true climbing ability, it occasionally forages in trees and often takes refuge in them, especially in leaning or thickly branched ones. The Common Grey Fox feeds heavily on cottontail rabbits, mice, voles, other small mammals, birds, insects, and much plant material, including corn, apples, persimmons, nuts, cherries, grapes, pokeweed fruit, grass, and blackberries. Grasshoppers and crickets are often a very important part of the diet in late summer and autumn. Favored den sites include woodlands and spaces among boulders on the slopes of rocky ridges. This fox digs if necessary, and it sometimes enlarges a Woodchuck burrow, but it prefers to den in clefts, small caves, rock piles, hollow logs, and hollow trees, especially oaks. Occupied in the mating season, dens are seldom used the rest of the year. The male Common Gray Fox helps tend the young, but does not den with them. The young are weaned at three months and hunt for themselves at four months, when they weigh about 7 pounds. This fox growls, barks, or yaps, but is less vocal than the Red Fox. Other than humans, who shoot, trap, and run over Common Gray Foxes, this species has few enemies. Those include the Bobcat, where abundant, and domestic dogs. Rabies and distemper are important diseases that also kill the fox.

Black Tailed Prairie Dog
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Discussion: During the hot summers in most of its range, the usually diurnal Black-tailed Prairie Dog is most active aboveground mornings and evenings, often sleeping in its burrow to escape midday heat. In cool, overcast weather it may be active all day, but it retreats to its burrow to wait out storms. While it does not hibernate, during periods of severe cold or snowstorms this species undergoes a mild torpor and keeps to its burrow for a few days. About 98 percent of the Black-tailed Prairie Dog’s diet consists of green plants, including various kinds of grasses, such as grama grass, bluegrass, brome grass, and, in Texas, burro grass and purple needle grass. It occasionally eats a few insects, especially grasshoppers, and may rarely eat meat. It habitually consumes all the green vegetation around its burrow, not only because it is convenient, but also to clear away protective cover that might shield predators. In the fall, prairie dogs put on a layer of fat that helps them through winter months when food is scarce. 

Among the most gregarious of mammals, the Black-tailed Prairie Dog lives in "towns," which may contain as many as several thousand individuals, covering 100 acres or more. The town is divided into territorial neighborhoods, or "wards," which in turn are composed of several "coteries," or family groups of one male, one to four females, and their young of up to two years of age. Sociable animals, Black-tailed Prairie Dogs approach each other, touch noses, and turn their heads sideways to touch incisors; this "kissing" is not a part of courtship but a gesture of recognition and identification among ward members. The animals also groom one another and cooperate in the building of burrows. The burrows have conical entrance and exit mounds, which prevent flooding and serve as vantage points at which prairie dogs often sit on their haunches to survey their surroundings and scan for danger. The mounds are of different heights to facilitate airflow through the burrow. About 3 to 5 feet below the entrance a short, lateral tunnel serves as a listening post and turn-around point, and at the bottom of the entrance shaft, which is up to 14 feet deep, a long, horizontal tunnel features several nesting chambers lined with dry grass, and an excrement chamber. A prairie dog covers its scat with dirt, and as one excrement chamber is filled up, a new one is excavated. The Black-tailed rarely wanders far from the safety of its burrow. Prairie dogs mate in late winter or early spring. The young, born deaf, blind, and hairless, don’t emerge from the burrow until six weeks of age. They begin fending for themselves at about 10 weeks, and are fully grown at six months. 

Like many gregarious mammals, the Black-tailed Prairie Dog is highly vocal. Studies with a sound spectrogram indicate that it has nine distinctive calls, including chirps and chatters much like those of a tree squirrel; snarls, used when fighting; squeals of fright; and a shrill bark that gives this animal its common and genus names (Cynomys comes from Greek words meaning "dog mouse"). A staccato, double-noted call consisting of a chirp followed by a wheezing sound and accompanied by tail flicking is an alarm signal; it is chorused by other prairie dogs before all dive for safety. The "jump-yip" display, in which the prairie dog leaps into the air with head thrown back and forelegs raised as it gives a wheezing, whistling yip, seems to be an all-clear signal; this is also picked up by other prairie dogs, and soon the whole community is jumping and yipping. 

The average life span of the Black-tailed is seven to eight years. In the past, prairie dog towns covered vast expanses of the Great Plains. After great numbers of American Bison were killed off, the use of the prairie for agriculture and grazing allowed a prairie dog population explosion. However, as the rodents competed with cattle for grass—-250 prairie dogs can consume as much grass each day as a 1,000-pound cow—they became the object of such fierce extermination campaigns that their numbers declined by more than 90 percent (which, in turn, led to the decline in numbers of their chief predator, the Black-footed Ferret). Now foxes and the American Badger are this prairie dog’s chief predators, but Coyotes, Bobcats, eagles, hawks, and snakes also take a share. In some areas, ranchers still attempt to eliminate prairie dogs with cyanide. However, a balanced population of the animals (controlled by predators, sport hunters, and modern methods of habitat modification) can actually improve rangeland, and today many ranchers take pains to maintain dog towns instead of eliminating them. Prairie dog meat once provided food for Native Americans and early settlers.

Suit Challenges Plans
to Destroy Prairie Dog Colony
LUBBOCK, Texas, October 14, 2002 (ENS) - A coalition of conservation groups has filed suit to block plans to destroy one of the largest black-tailed prairie dog colonies in the Southwest.
Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility (PEER), Defenders of Wildlife, The Humane Society of the United States (HSUS) and others charge that the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ) improperly approved a plan by the city of Lubbock to eradicate up to 50,000 prairie dogs in a misdirected effort to address the city's growing groundwater problems.

The colony on the Lubbock Land Application Site (LLAS) has been at the heart of a statewide controversy since June, when TCEQ declared that prairie dogs were a threat to groundwater underneath the site, and ordered their removal.  The city responded with a "compliance plan" featuring "chemical and/or concussive control" to exterminate the colony.

The state's wildlife experts condemned the plan. In September, the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department fired off a critical letter stating that "TCEQ admitted having no evidence that prairie dogs were creating problems at the LLAS," and asked the agency to "revise" its notice of violation to the city.  To date TCEQ has ignored these pleas, along with multiple attempts by local conservation organizations to suggest alternative plans that would not threaten prairie dog populations.

The suit, filed in Travis County Superior Court, cites the absence of scientific study to support the plan and demands a halt to the prairie dog removal action.

"When the gas clears and there are 200,000 pounds of dead prairie dogs in the ground, Lubbock's water will still be polluted," said Texas PEER director Scott Royder. "We hope that this lawsuit will force the city to admit that the 14 million gallons of wastewater dumped daily is the true contamination source."

Black-tailed prairie dogs are considered a candidate species for listing under the Endangered Species Act. Three years ago, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service decided that full threatened species protection for the dogs was "warranted but precluded," meaning that, while scientific data justifies listing, the agency did not have the resources to do so.

Large scale eradication efforts have imperiled the black-tailed prairie dog in Texas. More than 150 species of plants and wildlife are associated with black-tailed prairie dogs, and many of these are declining as well.

"It is outrageous that the TCEQ would allow the mass carnage of ecologically important prairie dogs on state lands that will inevitably lead to the deaths of other wildlife species such as the imperiled burrowing owl," said Defenders of Wildlife's vice president William Snape.
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Black-Tailed Prairie Dog: Pest, Pet or Plains’ Prey?

MANHATTAN, Kan. – The subject is small, but the issue is not. Kansans have been working since February 2000 to develop a new policy on prairie dogs, which current law treats as a pest. A state working group, a series of public hearings and two legislative bills later, the issue remains unresolved.

The spark for this activity came when several environmental groups petitioned the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to list the black-tailed prairie dog as a threatened species. After a thorough scientific review, the FWS agreed with the petitioners. But, citing species with higher priority, the FWS said it wouldn’t list the small rodent ... yet.

In response, controversy erupted across the High Plains from the Canadian to the Mexican borders, according to Kansas State University wildlife expert Charles Lee. 

In Kansas public hearings we found people can get pretty emotional about what may happen if the 11 states involved don’t find reasonable ways to keep the black-tailed prairie dog off the list," he said.

Most Kansans seem to want this result, said Lee, who is K-State Research and Extension’s wildlife damage control specialist. 

What they don’t agree about is why the state should help the black-tailed prairie dog. So, they have equally varied ideas on how to avoid the threat of its being listed as a threatened species.

In ways, their views can seem to have remarkably little to do with the prairie dog itself.

"That’s not too surprising. A recent government survey found the great majority of people in the habitat states think prairie dogs are a low-priority environmental problem or a non-issue," Lee said.

FWS updates have indicated concern, however, that plague has begun to wipe out whole prairie dog colonies in about two-thirds of their current range. Other High Plains mammals have developed resistance to the disease, which was "shipped" into the United States via San Francisco in the early 1900s. For prairie dogs, the disease is still 100 percent fatal.

"Just the word ‘plague’ can be pretty frightening. But in Kansas, it’s almost a non-issue, too. First, prairie dogs can’t give plague to people, although scientists suspect wildlife’s fleas may be able to transmit the disease," Lee said. "Second, the plague spread in just 40 years from California to the tier of Kansas counties on the Colorado border. In the 40 years since, it hasn’t moved any further east that we know of."

So, Kansans’ range of views often find icons in some of the wildlife that the prairie dog benefits. Eagles and large hawks attack prairie dogs by diving from the sky. Foxes and coyotes are on the lookout for unwary prairie dogs at ground level. Prairie rattlesnakes, badgers and (endangered) black-footed ferrets go into the burrow system itself to attack. Snakes, ferrets and (rare) burrowing owls often use prairie dog tunnels as their home. And the mountain plover likes prairie dogs because it prefers the insects found in overgrazed, even heavily eroded pastures.

"Mainly, we’re talking about protecting a rodent that many other species of wildlife use as food or use for the burrows prairie dogs create," Lee said. 

Prairie dogs aren’t really a problem on public lands in Kansas, he added. But complicating the debate about how to handle them on privately-owned land are such thorny issues as:

* Federal vs. state vs. individual rights.

* Lack of clear research data on whether prairie dogs reduce livestock performance or destroy land at particular population levels.

* A first-time-ever need to decide if Kansas landowners are liable for wildlife that use their land.

* How to define the public’s "common good" in terms of non-game wildlife.

* The possibility of change in Kansas’ notably successful approach to wildlife management.

These related issues don’t necessarily pit urban against rural residents, Lee said. Prairie dogs can be a pest in pastures – viewed as turning money-making ranches into wasteland. Even so, they also are making a nuisance of themselves in such population centers as Hutchinson, Great Bend and Dodge City. 

A prairie dog burrow can wipe out a small yard or bury a sidewalk under a mounded dirt dike that surrounds a funnel-shaped hole and centers on a circle of cleared earth that can be up to 10 feet wide. The hole leads to a tunnel that goes down several feet and then sideways in branches up to 15 feet long.

But the problem is rarely that small. Prairie dog adults tend to build more than one burrow. And, because they’re social creatures, they develop those multiple homes in colonies – prairie dog towns.

"Zoos have had to learn how to fence prairie dogs in, keep them from burrowing out," Lee said. "But there is no cost-effective way for Hutchinson or a ranch owner to install that kind of fencing."

Under current state law, if property owners believe prairie dogs are interfering with a farm or ranch business, they can poison or shoot the problem. Communities sometimes asphalt over burrows, just as they pave over anthills. 

"Complete control isn’t economically feasible by any method. Poisoning is the most effective for actually reducing prairie dog numbers for a while, but it makes people nervous. The assumption is: The kinds of poisons used in the past are probably a reason why the burrowing owl and black-footed ferret are endangered now," Lee said. "Besides, all species have value. We need to be able to control individual animals when they cause damage. But in no way do we have to eradicate whole species."

Finding that balance between the well being of humans and wildlife is what the specialist’s job is all about. He believes the state’s quest for a prairie dog policy is similar – which means consensus, not total agreement, is the likely outcome. And finding consensus among widely differing views takes time. 

"Perhaps we could build in incentives for landowners to keep our prairie dogs at certain levels," he said. "For example, live-trapping for sale isn’t allowed now, but there is a market for prairie dogs to sell as pets. Fee hunting for prairie dogs isn’t widely used, either, but it might be a way for landowners to build their forage loss into a workable management plan – to raise both livestock and game-animal prairie dogs."

Lee hopes to institute research next year to determine the real impact of various prairie dog population levels, their burrowing and pasture munching. Other studies have found pronghorn antelope and bison prefer prairie dog towns for grazing, evidently because the forage that survives the small rodents’ activities tends to be highly nutritious. (So far, sheep and cattle seem to have no preference.)

"We need to know how much forage we can lose before livestock performance is affected. We need an idea of where any increase in forage quality gets outstripped by the loss in forage quantity," Lee said. 

Released April, 2003

K-State Research and Extension is a short name for the Kansas State University Agricultural Experiment Station and Cooperative Extension Service, a program designed to generate and distribute useful knowledge for the well being of Kansans. Supported by county, state, federal and private funds, the program has county Extension offices, experiment fields, area Extension offices and regional research centers statewide. Its headquarters is on the K-State campus, Manhattan.

Students will not be tested over the two news articles printed above, however, the controversy is very interesting and current.  There are many other related articles on the Internet that might be of interest.
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