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PRAIRIE DOGS

* Order - Rodentia
* Family — Sciuridae
* Genus — Cynomys

* 5 species

 Mexican, black-tailed, Gunnison’s,
white-tailed and Utah

« Utah prairie dogs
« Cynomys parvidens



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
PDs are in the order Rodentia, which is rodents
PDs are in the family Sciuridae, which is squirrels
PDs have their own genus, Cynomys
Five species of PDs
Mexican
Black-tailed
Gunnison’s
White-tailed
Utah
Scientific name for UPDs is Cynomys parvidens
Utah prairie dogs look somewhat like white-tailed and Gunnison’s prairie dogs, but have a distinctive black eyebrow


STATE OF UTAH
MNATURAL RESOURCES
Division of Wildlife Resources

Bl Biack-tailed prairie dog
- White-tailed prairie dog
m Gunnison's prairie dog
- Utah prairie dog
Bl Mexican prairie dog 1 - White-tailed prairie dog
2 - Utah prairie dog
3 - Gunnison’s prairie dog


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
None of the PD species ranges overlap, should be able to tell what species it is based on the location observed
Of the 5 species, only 4 are found in the U.S.
Mexican PDs only occur in Mexico
UPDs are the western-most and most isolated of any PD species
Black-tailed PDs have the largest range of any species, they are what most people think of when they think of a PD
Utah map of the PD species ranges, UPDs occur in southwestern Utah
Gunnison’s and white-tailed PDs also found within Utah, but different areas of the state


DISTRIBUTION

 Found in southwestern
Utah

* Elevations from 5,000 ft.
to almost 10,000 ft.

* Primarily in valleys, but
also some mountain
plateaus

* Found in a variety of
habitats



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Utah prairie dogs can be found in Iron, Garfield, Kane, Beaver, Wayne, Piute, and Sevier counties in southwestern Utah
Found in elevations from 5,000 ft to 10,000 ft
Lower elevations in the Cedar City area, higher elevations by Loa area
Prefer alluvial soils that are easy to dig in often found in valley, but can occur in unexpected or rocky terrain
Found in a variety of habits, and can live closely to humans in agriculture, urban, or suburban areas
UPDs can be very close to buildings, used to be a UPD that lived in front a pawn shop in Cedar City









Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Colonies in Tropic last had UPDs observed in 1992, count of 39 UPDs
Highest count was 82 UPDs in 1985
1993 could have been a hard year with weather, plague outbreak happened, or illegal take occurred
Colonies over 23 UPDs tend to persistent on the landscape, unusual to have them all disappear









Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
UPDs are found in a variety of habitat including
Shrub-steppe
Grassland
Rangeland
Meadow
Edges of ponderosa 
Low sagebrush
Agriculture
Subdivisions
Cemeteries
Prefer well drained soils
Typically, don’t like Caliche or pinyon-juniper habitat
Can often occur in unexpected areas that fall outside the typical preferred habitat
UPDs break all the rules


POPULATION
STRUCTURE

» Social mammal
* Coterie — family group

« Colony — a group of related
coteries

 Complex — all colonies close to
each other

* Metapopulation dynamics



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Social mammal, have many interactions with each other and use social behavior for survival
Coterie (family group) consists of one adult male (invests nothing in parental care), one to three adult females, sub-adults, and juveniles
Colony – a group of related coteries
Complex – all colonies within ~2 miles of one another
Population trends are driven by metapopulation dynamics, movement and changes in population between colonies and complexes





Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Diagram shows the relationship between burrows, coteries, colonies, and complexes
Several burrows can be found in a coterie
There are at least 1, but usually several coteries found in a colony
There are at least 1, but usually many colonies found in a complex, colonies that are usually within approximately 2 miles of each other


LIFE HISTORY

« Estrous & gestation

e Litter size

 Juvenile emergence

* High summer production
* Diet

 Hibernation



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Females come into estrous for only 1 day a year soon after spring emergence, usually in late March or early April
97% of breeding females give birth 
Gestation - 35 days
Litter size 1-8 (average ~ 4)
Juveniles emerge several weeks after birth, mid-May to mid-June
High summer production (colony can triple-quadruple in size)
Diet consists of grasses, forbs, some shrubs, and insects (and each other)
Hibernation occurs late summer or early fall through winter



LIFE HISTORY

* Burrows

* Dispersal

e Diurnal

* Predators
 Juvenile mortality



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Burrows usually have at least 2-3 entrances; older mounds may have multiple entrances
Burrows are 16 to 33 ft. long, 6 to 10 ft. deep
Dispersal does occur, up to 10 miles have been documented
UPDs are diurnal, but spend ~ 50% of the time underground
Predators of UPDs include coyote, badger, raptors, weasel, foxes, bobcat, etc.
Importance of the burrow system to protect UPDs from predators
Juvenile mortality is high: 60-80%



BEHAVIOR

Vigilance
Anti-predator calling
Communal nursing
Kissing, grooming

Infanticide
Cannibalism
Fighting



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Vigilance - predator scanning and anti-predator calls
Evidence in black-tailed and Gunnison PD of variation in anti-predator calling:
Different calls for different predators;
Different calls for the same predator depending on threat level (e.g. coyote trotting vs. charging)
Communal nursing - close kin
Kissing, grooming
Infanticide 
Cannibalism
Fighting-male /male competition



SPECIES
IMPORTANCE

» Keystone species

« Ecosystem engineer

» Create habitat for other species
* Prey

* Solil

» Grazing



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Why should people care about Utah prairie dogs?
PDs are widely considered to be a keystone species
Keystone species – a species that, despite low biomass exert strong effects on the structure of the community they inhabit (Molles 1999)
PDs are also considered to be an ecosystem engineer
Ecosystem engineer – a species that creates, significantly modifies, maintains, or destroys a habitat
Burrow systems creation considered significant impact for the habitat
Burrows themselves provide habitat for a wide range of species, such as burrowing owls
PDs serve as an important prey species for coyotes, badgers, raptors, snakes, etc.
Federally endangered black-footed ferrets prey almost exclusively on PDs (not UPDs)
Creation of burrows mixes soil from deeper to the surface, can be helpful for moving around nutrients in the soil
Studies have indicated that bison and other ungulates (livestock) may preferentially graze around/near prairie dog towns



CLASSIFICATION &
ACTIONS

 Endangered in 1973
 Threatened in 1984

Recovery Plan in 1991
* Revised 2012

Translocation since 1972

Spring counts since 1976



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Classified as an endangered species 1973
One of the first species to be listed under ESA
Down-listed to threatened 1984
Recovery Plan
First recovery plan released in 1991, established 3 Recovery Units
Revised recovery plan released in 2012
Several criteria, including spring counts, listed as metrics for determining recovery of the species
UDWR implemented a translocation program in 1972, moving prairie dogs from private land with human-wildlife conflict to public or protected land
UDWR has performed spring counts since 1976 annually; coordinated with other federal agencies to complete counts






HISTORIC ESTIMATES

 Estimated 95,000 UPDs in 1920’s
» <3,300 UPDs remaining in 1970’s

» Reasons for decline
 Poisoning
« Shooting
« Sylvatic plague
« Habitat loss and fragmentation



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Estimated 95,000 UPD in 1920’s, some questionable methodology for arriving at the estimate
Population was dramatically reduced distribution by 1960’s
In 1972, it was estimated that less than 3,300 UPD remaining and predicted extinction by 2000
Declined due to poisoning, shooting, sylvatic plague, and habitat loss and fragmentation
Poisoning and shooting was conducted on a mass scale, PDs viewed as a pest to be eradicated
Government sponsored “intensive control” campaigns
Sylvatic plague, a non-native disease, introduced to North America
Unfortunately, humans and PDs like the same type of habitat, flat with good soil, alluvial fan valleys
Conflict with settlers and agriculture, displaced from areas where people wanted to be
Resulted in habitat loss and fragmentation



PLAGUE

ylvatic plague
on-native disease
eached Utah in 1930’s
Fleas

ontrol efforts

Why is it we have feared rats
through all ages?

The rat Is typlcal of all that is Iow
and mean, and we would rather be
left along in a dark room with a
Black Hand murderer than with a
rat. For ages the wiss men of the
world have laughed at the Zear of
rats. The fear war only an instinct-
fve ane, and we were told to get
rid of our instinct and listen to
reason,

Today it is the wise ones who are
urging us to kill the rat. As usual,
instinet was right. We feared the
rat without kmowing why and now
find he s a deadly enemy of man.
He is the agent of the bubonic
plague.

The other day the medical experts
were alarmed with ‘the news that
two cases of bubonic plague or sus-
pected plague hai broken out in
New Orleans. Surgeon General Ru-
pert Blue of Government
Health Fervice was rushed to New
Ortleans to combat the possibilily of
the plague spreading all over the
United States.

America is a land practically free
from disease. Seldom, indeed, do
the terrible Aslatic scourges cross

have to watch for invasion.

Bubonlc plague has its original
home in Siberia, the land of Russian
exiles. It lives among the prairie
dogs of that extensive land and
they keep it continuaily alive. The
only way the disease can he forever
stamped out is to kill the pralrie
dogs of Siberia. From Siberia the
dlsease from time to time crosses tha
frontier into the western bounds of
China. Last year it is cstimated by
officials of the Chinase Republic
that 175,000 persons dizd of bubonic
plague.

It frequently goes west and crosses
into Europe by way of Russia. There
are strict quarantines against the
bubonic plague centers of Siberla,
however, and it rarely breaks across
the frontler.

The disease is transmitted to Eu-
ropeans and Americans by the rat
through the agency of the flea. The
question naturally arises, why tha
vlague does not kill the rats, The
fact is. that every rat Is lke “Ty-
phoid Mary,” who was a culture for
the typhoid bactllus, but did not get
serfously fll herself. The rat and
other rodents are plague cultures,
but they are not scriously ill. The

i

the early stages of iliness could pasn
the examinations when boarding the
steamer, they would have more dif-
ficulty at this end of the journes,
where the disease would be further
developed. It fs customary for an
examination to be made at the Eu-
ropean port hecause a steamship line
has 10 take the passengers back to
Europe (res of charge If they bring
them to this side of the water in a
diseased condition.

The examinations on shipboard
are often very picturesque, Many
of the great liners reach port carly
in the morning and many of the
first class passengers £o to the physi-
cian for examination before they
have dressed for breakfast, They
are anxious to have the ordeal of
examination over. Men of all kinds
and women, too, can be seen on such
a morning golng for thelr examina-
tion

The fact that bubonic plague
germs were found in America re-
cently indlcates fallure of somo
physician on board a vessel to make
perfect examination of the patients
or clse a rat was allowed to enter
the port.

When news of possibility of dis-

“OGDEN CITY, UTAH, SATURDA

How Surgeons at Sea

Inspect Everybody
Betore Landing at Port,
and How the
Battle - Against Inva-
sion of Foreign
Rats Goes On In Every

- Harbor


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Sylvatic plague (Yersinia pestis)
Same disease as bubonic plague/black death in Europe in the 1300s
PDs are extremely susceptible to the disease, can cause >95% of individuals in a colony 
Brought to N. American c.1899 by shipboard rats, probably through San Francisco
Reached Utah in the early 1930’s
Vector is a flea
Control efforts – Deltamethrin
New method, FipBit study
Research was conducted in 2023-2025 in and near Bryce Canyon National Park
Humans can get plague from UPDs, unlikely but most likely caused by touching dead animals
If you see a dead UPD out in the field DO NOT TOUCH IT, record the location and notify UDWR immediately


CONSERVATION



RANGE-WIDE UPD SPRING COUNTS 1976-2025
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
UPD spring count history from 1976, when counts first began, to 2025
UPD spring count in 2025 was 12,438 UPDs, decrease of 11% from 2024
Estimated population was 89,544 UPDs in 2025
UPDs on public and protected lands
UPDs that are counted on public or protected lands
3,498, decrease of 28% from 2024
1,331 colonies total range-wide in 2025 (3% increase from 2024)
493 occupied (5% increase from 2024)
37% of total mapped colonies occupied (increase from 36% in 2024)
830 not occupied (3% increase from 2024)
8 colonies not counted (64% decrease from 2024)
1% of total mapped colonies not counted in 2025 (decrease from 2% in 2024)
12,438 UPDs counted total in 2025 (11% decrease from 2024)
3,498 UPDs on public and protected lands (28% decrease from 2024)
8,940 UPDs on private and SITLA lands (1% decrease from 2024)
In 2025, West Desert and Paunsaugunt met recovery goal of >1,000 adult spring count UPDs on public and protected lands
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Range-wide UPD mapped habitat in 2025
69,909 acres (1% increase from 2024)
Range-wide occupied habitat in 2024
19,385 acres (2% decrease from 2024)
28% of mapped habitat was occupied in 2025 (compared to 29% in 2024)
Based on population estimate, average density of 4.6 UPDs per acre in 2024 (10% decrease from 2024)
10,476 acres of occupied habitat on public or protected land (3% increase from 2024)


TRANSLOCATION

Trap from human-wildlife conflict
situations

* New colonies established

Existing colonies repopulated

Translocation sites
 Public or protected land
» Good vegetation
« Good soll
* Minimal human conflict



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Trap UPDs from human-wildlife conflict situations
Agriculture
Safety
Development
45,575 UPDs have been moved from private to public land since 1972
2,851 UPDs translocated in 2025 by DWR & USFS
Mostly conducted by UDWR but USFS now also performs translocation
Translocation establishes new colonies or can repopulate existing colonies that have died out (especially helpful in cases of plague outbreaks)
Translocation sites
Are located on public or protected land
Try to pick sites with good vegetation and good soil, more difficult than it sounds
Try to pick sites within minimal potential for future human conflict
Prepare sites by installing artificial burrow systems, helps UPDs get established







RESEARCH
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RESULTS 2024 » 98 UPDs trapped, 91
UPDs processed
* Trapping pre-treatment
fleas
« Control = 29
* Treatment = 55
* Trapping post-
treatment fleas

e Control = 153
e Treatment = 10

1 mo before | 1 mo after ¢ COanrmed UPD W|th
FipBits plague — East Creek
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
FipBit trapping efforts in 2024
Set 706 traps total (12% decrease from 2023)
Trapped 98 UPDs total (654% increase from 2023)
14% capture rate (increase from 2% in 2023)
Collected data from 91 UPDs
7 UPDs trapped missing data (7% of total trapped)
A few were not processed due to health concerns
Most UPDs missing data were not recorded properly
FipBit trapping results
Pre-treatment
Control sites had 29 fleas present from 25 UPDs processed
Treatment sites had 55 fleas present from 24 UPDs processed
Post-treatment
Control sites had 153 fleas present from 16 UPDs processed
Treatment sites had 10 fleas present from 26 UPDs processed
While out trapping East Creek control site on NPS land, technicians came across UPD near death
Sent UPD to the Utah Veterinary Diagnostic Lab in Logan for testing
Results came back positive for plague
Appears the colony has collapsed


RESULTS 2025
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
FipBit trapping efforts in 2025
Set 390 (706 in 2024) traps total (12% decrease from 2023)
Trapped 8 UPDs (98 in 2024) total (654% increase from 2023)
Collected data from 6 UPDs (91 in 2024)
2 UPDs died from heat stress
2 UPDs (7 in 2024) UPDs trapped missing data (7% of total trapped)
FipBit trapping results
Pre-treatment
Control sites had 29 fleas present from 25 UPDs processed
Treatment sites had 55 fleas present from 24 UPDs processed
1 month post-treatment
Control sites had 153 fleas present from 16 UPDs processed
Treatment sites had 10 fleas present from 26 UPDs processed
13 month post-treatment
Control sites had no observable or catchable UPDs present, unable to trap
Likely control sites had plague outbreak and no UPDs were left alive
Treatment sites had 130 fleas present from 6 UPDs processed
Extremely high number of fleas at the treatment sites, potentially caused by
FipBits not being effective for 13 months post-consuming, perhaps not a high enough dosage or need a higher frequency
UPDs captured did not consume FipBits, either did not put out enough FipBits per acre or UPDs moved from another colony to the study area
Future FipBit research
Focus on looking at dosage of FipBits or number of FipBits per acre
Can’t feasibly put out FipBits are colonies more than once a year
New study area, very few UPDs remaining at previous study sites near Bryce Canyon National Park
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