Utah Prairie Dog

(Cynomys parvidens)—Threatened

Description

Membersof thesquirrel family;
Utah prairiedogsarecolonialand
mostof theiractivity occursduring
theday. They arenotasgregari-
ousastheir cousins, the Black-
tailed prairiedog. The Utah
prairiedogmay havecoloniesas
smallas10to20individuals.

They haveashort, white-tipped
tail. Theircinnamonclay colored
backdistinguishesthem fromthe
white-tailed prairiedog’spinkish
buff colored back. The Utah
prairiedoghasblack eyebrows,
brown patchesonitscheeks
resemblingrouge,anda whitish
mouthandchin. Theyhaveshort
legswithclawsforburrowing,
Theyare welladapted for digging,
haveshortearsandtorpe
shaped bodies. Adultsarellto
15incheslongand weigh be-

tweenl5and3pounds.
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Habitat

Utah prairiedogslive onsouth-
central Utah’ssteppeandget most
of theirwater from plantmoisture
and possibly fromdew. In
captivity,Utah prairiedogsdrink
very little free waterandresearch-
ersproposethey drink even less
inthe wild. Thus,wateravailabil-
ity toplantsisamoreimportant
elementof thehabitatthan free
water fordrinking Irrigationand
wetmeadowsare positively
associated with Utah prairiedog
abundanceandoccurmoreoften
atlowerelevations.

Somebiologistsbelievethatthe
precipitation patterninsouth-
central Utahhasdirected this
prairiedog’svegetation preference
toforbsand grasses. In this
region,rainfall reachesitspeakin
thesummer,aftertheUtah prairie
dogreproductioninthespring.
Waterisprobably mostessentialin
thespring,so Utah prairiedogs
haveadaptedand prefer forbsat
thistime. They especially liketo
eatalfalfa. Grasseshold most of
their waterin theirstemsand
these prairiedogs will chooseto
only eatthis partof the plant.
GoodhabitatfortheUtah prairie
dogmeanslow shrubdensity with
a highgrassand forbdensity.

Plantdiversity isimportanttothe
survivalof aUtah prairiedog
town. Droughtshaveoccurredin
south-central Utahand prairiedog
townswithamorediverseplant
communityseemtohavesurvived
better. With biodiversity some
plantsinthecommunitieswillbe
abletosurvive withseverearidity
and continuetosupply nutrition
and watertothe prairiedog,

Utah prairiedogsneed deepand
highly permeablesoilsfor their
burrows. Theburrowsprotect
themfromextremetemperatures
whiletheyaredormant. High

permeability isessential toprevent
prairiedogsfromdrowning,
Burrowsalsoprotectthem from
some predators.

Accordingtosomeresearchers,
Utah prairiedogscoveredan1846
square milearea in the1920s.
Sincethattimetherehasbeenan
87%declinein theareaoccupied
by theserodents. They now
occurin Wayne,Garfield,Iron,
Piute,Sevier,Beaver,Sanpete,
Millard, Kane,and possibly
‘Washington counties. Their
rangesare limited by dense
vegetation,possiblecompetition
with Uintahgroundsquirrel,
topography,andmild winter
climate.

Life History

The matingseason beginsin the
earlyspring. Athigherelevations
reproduction may occur2to4
weekslater. Gestation lasts 30
days. Pupsareusually bornin
theearly summer, Apriland May.
Afemalemayhaveanywhere
fromthreetosix pupsandthe
averagelittersizeisfive. Ninety-
seven percentof one-yearold
femaleshavethepotential to
reproduceevery year.

Juvenileswill emergefromtheir
burrowsix weeksaftertheir birth.
Theburrowmayhavemorethan
oneentrance,dependingonhow
olditis. Thejuvenilesbegin to
foragewithotheradultprairie
dogs. Theadults, whobegin their
foragingasearly asmid-March
willenterdormancy frommidJuly
tomid-August. Thejuveniles,on
theotherhand,enterdormancy
fromearly OctobertoNovember.

Juvenileshavevery highmortality
rates. Onestudy showed only
17%survivethefirst year because
of over-winteranddispersal
casualties. Utah prairiedogsmay
livetoaripeoldageof three.
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Reasons for Decline

Astudy in1971showed that 63%
of Utah prairiedogtownswere
foundon privateland,30%on
publicand theremaining 7%on
combinationsof publicand
privateland. Privatelandowners
considered them peststotheir
cattleoperationsor farms. They
treatedgrain with poisonand
scattered itaround the prairiedog
towns

Concurrent with the poisoning,in
1971and1972a drought wasalso
responsibleforthedramatic
decreasein the population. Some
researchersconsider thedrought
moredetrimental thanthepoison-
ing. Prairiedogsin higher
elevations(8300-9300feet)did
notfeel theeffectsof thedrought
asmuch becausethey received
morerainfalltherethanonthe
lowlands. The prairiedog
populationdroppedfromabout
8500t04,300between1970and
1972. Of the original 57,south-
central Utahonlyhad39Utah
prairiedogtownsleft. The
greatestreductionoccurredon
privatelands.

Utah prairiedognumbersseemto
becontinuously fluctuatingback
andforthbetweenrelativelystable
anddangerously small popula-
tions. Recent research suggestsa
delicatecarryingcapacity existsin
eachtown. Asmembersincrease
andboundariesremain thesame
thereisnotenough foodto
supportall thedogsin thetown.
Thus intraspecificcompetitionfor
foodreducestheirnumbers.

Other possiblereasonsfor their
declineare predatorsanddisease.
Predator-causeddeathsbecome
significantduringjuveniletrans-
plantationor dispersal. Their
major predatoristhe badger, but
coyotes, birdsof prey,and long-
tailed weaselsprey upon Utah
prairiedogs,as well. Bubonic
Plagueisasuspected culpritfor
thedeclinethatoccurredin1983.

Recovery Efforts

Utahprairiedogsareclassified as
anendangeredspeciesby the US.
Bureauof SportFisheriesand
Wildlife. They havefull protec-
tionunder Utahlaw. Recently,
therehasbeensignificantin-
creasesin populationnumbers
becauseof transplanting pro-
grams,when the prairiedogsare
movedfromprivatelandsonto
publiclandsproventobegood
habitat. Protection from predators
(ie.badgersand hunters) makes
thetransition easieron the prairie
dogs. Goodhabitatsthatprovide
aplant watersourceotherthan
precipitation wouldhelptoinsure
survivalevenduringdrought.

Transplantingintoalready estab-
lished colonieshasnotbeenas
beneficial forthe prairiedogsas
attemptingtoreestablishextinct
colonieswithtransplantation.
Researchfundedby theUtah
Divisionof WildlifeResources
suggeststhereisaneed toswitch
thefocusof conservationefforts
from total populationnumbersto
thenumber of coloniesbecause
increasingthenumberof individu-
alsinacolony provestodriveit
toextinction. Toomany prairie
dogindividualsoverwhelmthe
carryingcapacity of thetown.

What You Can Do

Understandthatresearchershave
evidenceshowingthatthe white-
tailed prairiedogisnot conspe-
cificwiththeUtah prairiedog.
Some confusion with thisargu-
menthassometimesmislead the
publictothink the Utah prairie
dogdoesnotneed protection.
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1. West Desert 2. Paunsaugunt 3. Awapa Plateau

Present and past distribution of the Utah prairie dog.
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