Utah Prairie Dog
(Cynomys parvidens)—Threatened
Description

Habitat

Members of the squirrelfamily,
Utah prairie dogs are colonial and
mostoftheiractivityoccursduring
the day. They are not as gregarious as their cousins, the Blacktailed prairie dog. The Utah
prairie dog may have colonies as
small as 10 to 20 individuals.
Theyhaveashort,white-tipped
tail. Their cinnamon clay colored
backdistinguishesthemfromthe
white-tailedprairiedog’spinkish
buff colored back. The Utah
prairie dog has black eyebrows,
brown patches on its cheeks
resembling rouge, and a whitish
mouth and chin. They have short
legswithclawsforburrowing.
They are well adapted for digging,
have short ears and torpedo
shaped bodies. Adults are 11 to
15 inches long and weigh between 1.5 and 3 pounds.

Utah prairie dogs live on southcentral Utah’s steppe and get most
oftheirwaterfromplantmoisture
and possibly from dew. In
captivity,Utahprairiedogsdrink
very little free water and researchers propose they drink even less
in the wild. Thus, water availability to plants is a more important
elementofthehabitatthanfree
waterfordrinking. Irrigationand
wetmeadowsarepositively
associatedwithUtahprairiedog
abundanceandoccurmoreoften
atlowerelevations.
Some biologists believe that the
precipitationpatterninsouthcentral Utahhas directed this
prairiedog’svegetationpreference
to forbs and grasses. In this
region, rainfall reaches its peak in
thesummer,aftertheUtahprairie
dog reproduction in the spring.
Water is probably most essential in
the spring, so Utah prairie dogs
have adapted and prefer forbs at
this time. They especially like to
eat alfalfa. Grasses hold most of
their water intheir stems and
these prairie dogs will choose to
only eat this part of the plant.
GoodhabitatfortheUtahprairie
dogmeanslowshrubdensitywith
a high grass and forb density.
Plantdiversityisimportanttothe
survival of a Utah prairie dog
town. Droughts have occurred in
south-centralUtahandprairiedog
townswithamorediverseplant
communityseemtohavesurvived
better. Withbiodiversitysome
plantsinthecommunitieswillbe
abletosurvivewithseverearidity
andcontinuetosupplynutrition
and water to the prairie dog.
Utah prairie dogs need deep and
highlypermeablesoilsfortheir
burrows. Theburrowsprotect
themfromextremetemperatures
while they are dormant. High

permeabilityisessentialtoprevent
prairiedogsfromdrowning.
Burrowsalsoprotectthemfrom
somepredators.
According to some researchers,
Utah prairie dogs covered an 1846
square mile area in the 1920s.
Since that time there has been an
87% decline in the area occupied
by these rodents. They now
occur in Wayne, Garfield, Iron,
Piute, Sevier, Beaver, Sanpete,
Millard, Kane, and possibly
Washingtoncounties. Their
ranges are limited by dense
vegetation,possiblecompetition
withUintahgroundsquirrel,
topography,andmildwinter
climate.

Life History
The mating season begins in the
early spring. At higher elevations
reproduction may occur 2 to 4
weeks later. Gestation lasts 30
days. Pups are usually born in
the early summer, April and May.
Afemalemayhaveanywhere
from three to six pups and the
average litter size is five. Ninetyseven percent of one-year old
femaleshavethepotentialto
reproduceeveryyear.
Juvenileswillemergefromtheir
burrowsixweeksaftertheirbirth.
Theburrowmayhavemorethan
one entrance, depending on how
old it is. The juveniles begin to
foragewithotheradultprairie
dogs. The adults, who begin their
foragingas earlyas mid-March
willenterdormancyfrommid-July
to mid-August. The juveniles, on
theotherhand,enterdormancy
fromearlyOctobertoNovember.
Juvenileshaveveryhighmortality
rates. One study showed only
17% survive the first year because
ofover-winteranddispersal
casualties. Utah prairie dogs may
live to a ripe old age of three.

PhotocourtesyofGarWorkman.

13

Reasons for Decline

Recovery Efforts

A study in 1971 showed that 63%
of Utah prairie dog towns were
found on private land, 30% on
public and the remaining 7% on
combinationsofpublicand
private land. Private land owners
considered them pests to their
cattle operations or farms. They
treatedgrainwithpoisonand
scattered it around the prairie dog
towns.

Utah prairie dogs are classified as
an endangered species by the U.S.
Bureau of Sport Fisheries and
Wildlife. They have full protection under Utah law. Recently,
there has been significant increasesinpopulationnumbers
becauseoftransplantingprograms, when the prairie dogs are
movedfromprivatelandsonto
public lands proven to be good
habitat. Protectionfrompredators
(i.e. badgers and hunters) makes
the transition easier on the prairie
dogs. Good habitats that provide
a plant water source other than
precipitationwouldhelptoinsure
survivalevenduringdrought.

Concurrentwiththepoisoning,in
1971 and 1972 a drought was also
responsibleforthedramatic
decrease in the population. Some
researchersconsiderthedrought
moredetrimentalthanthepoisoning. Prairie dogs in higher
elevations (8,800-9,300 feet) did
not feel the effects of the drought
as much because they received
morerainfalltherethanonthe
lowlands. The prairie dog
populationdroppedfromabout
8,500 to 4,300 between 1970 and
1972. Of the original 57, southcentral Utah only had 39 Utah
prairie dog towns left. The
greatestreductionoccurredon
privatelands.
Utah prairie dog numbers seem to
becontinuouslyfluctuatingback
andforthbetweenrelativelystable
anddangerouslysmallpopulations. Recent research suggests a
delicatecarryingcapacityexistsin
each town. As members increase
andboundariesremainthesame
there is not enough food to
support all the dogs in the town.
Thus,intraspecificcompetitionfor
food reduces their numbers.
Other possible reasons for their
decline are predators and disease.
Predator-causeddeathsbecome
significantduringjuveniletransplantation or dispersal. Their
major predator is the badger, but
coyotes, birds of prey, and longtailed weasels prey upon Utah
prairie dogs, as well. Bubonic
Plague is a suspected culprit for
the decline that occurred in 1983.

Transplantingintoalreadyestablished colonies has not been as
beneficial for the prairie dogs as
attemptingtoreestablishextinct
colonieswithtransplantation.
ResearchfundedbytheUtah
DivisionofWildlifeResources
suggests there is a need to switch
thefocusofconservationefforts
from totalpopulationnumbersto
the number of colonies because
increasingthenumberofindividuals in a colony proves to drive it
to extinction. Too many prairie
dogindividualsoverwhelmthe
carryingcapacityofthetown.

What You Can Do
Understandthatresearchershave
evidenceshowingthatthewhitetailed prairie dog is not conspecific with the Utah prairie dog.
Someconfusionwiththisargumenthassometimesmisleadthe
publictothinktheUtahprairie
dog does not need protection.
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Present and past distribution of the Utah prairie dog.
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