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Abstract 

Prairie dogs are burrowing mammals closely related to ground squirrels. They are often 

the victims of recreational shooting and many people try to eradicate them from private 

pastureland. This study examines the behavioral repercussions of the recreational shooting of 

Gunnison’s prairie dogs compared to the same species in a protected environment nearby. Two 

prairie dog colonies were observed in two rural towns in southwestern Colorado (Telluride and 

Norwood). The site in Norwood has been used for prairie dog shooting, while the site in 

Telluride is protected. In Telluride the prairie dogs were witnessed performing many different 

behaviors, including foraging. The prairie dogs in Norwood were rarely seen, and were not 

observed foraging in the presence of the observers. These types of behavioral alterations could 

potentially have profound effects on the health of the prairie dogs.  

Introduction 

Prairie Dogs are one of the most controversial mammals in the west. Opinions vary from 

prairie dogs being a dangerously overhunted keystone species, to overpopulated vermin. While 

there is sufficient research depicting the plight of prairie dogs, the majority of people still believe 

prairie dogs are common pests that should be exterminated. When pioneers settled in the western 

United States there were an estimated five billion prairie dogs, as of today their numbers have 

dwindled to about 1-2% of the original population (Slobchikoff, 2009). The general disdain of 

prairie dogs stems from their constant competition with farmers and ranchers.  According to John 

Hoogland, “Ninety five percent of landowners in Wyoming try to reduce colonies of prairie 

dogs.” (Hoogland, 2006). However, biologists have found that prairie dogs likely play 



widespread and important ecological roles, and their loss can have cascading detrimental effects 

on grassland habitats on which humans, wildlife and domestic livestock depend. Many 

endangered and threatened species thrive in and around prairie dog colonies, as well as less rare 

types of flora and fauna. (Davidson, Detling, & Brown, 2012).  

 Prairie dogs are social burrowing mammals closely related to ground squirrels. 

Gunnison’s prairie dogs (Cynomys gunnisoni) are the smallest of the five prairie dog species. 

They are light brown and have short tails with light colored tips. The Gunnison’s prairie dog 

habitat is usually short grass prairies at high elevations (from 6,000-12,000ft.), and they live in 

southwestern Colorado, southeastern Utah, eastern Arizona, and northwestern New Mexico 

(Long, 2002). Gunnison’s prairie dogs typically live in colonies where the population tends to be 

small and patchy, compared to other species that have higher population densities. There will 

frequently be mounds at the entrances to the underground burrows they live in. These mounds of 

dirt provide a view over surrounding grass to see potential predators (Telluride's Amazing 

Underdogs, The Valley Floor Prairie Dogs, 2013). Gunnison’s prairie dogs are often less social 

than other species of prairie dogs, and are believed to be the most primitive, having, only 40 

chromosomes while all other species have 50 (PraireDogCoalition.org, 2007).  

This study asks the question: “What are the behavioral differences between recreationally 

hunted and protected Gunnison’s prairie dogs within San Miguel County, Colorado.”   Two 

prairie dog colonies were observed in this study. One has been protected since 2007, while the 

other colony has been recreationally hunted for decades. The sites were monitored with the 

observers in full view of the prairie dogs to examine their behavior while in the presence of 

humans. It was expected that the recreationally hunted prairie dogs would behave less actively in 

the presence of humans than the prairie dogs living on the protected land. Studies on black tailed 



prairie dog populations have found that recreational killing of prairie dogs results in less 

vigorous populations with lower birth rates (Hoogland, 2006). While there have been similar 

studies conducted on other species of prairie dogs this study is unique to Gunnison’s prairie 

dogs.  

Site Description 

Both sites were located in San Miguel County in southwestern Colorado. The first site 

studied was the Valley Floor in Telluride, CO, where the prairie dog colony is considered 

protected. This approximately 800 acre alluvial flood plain is located in the box canyon of 

Telluride, and runs east to west on both sides of the San Miguel River. The Valley Floor was 

most recently used for ranching until it was acquired by the town of Telluride in 2007, and has 

since been protected from hunting, dogs, and commercial grazing. Despite over a hundred years 

of human intervention this area of montane meadow has kept much of its biological integrity and 

is host to a wide variety of flora and fauna (The San Miguel Headwaters- Valley Floor, 2002). 

This preserve is now open to pedestrians, and is positioned directly adjacent to CO Highway 

145, regularly exposing it’s wildlife to human activities. 

The other site was on a piece of private ranch land in Norwood, CO. This piece of land 

has been and continues to be used for grazing of horses, and the specific area that was studied 

was once a cattle roping arena. The only human traffic comes from infrequent instances of 

prairie dog shooting, miscellaneous target practice, and recreational driving of ATVs, which are 

all activities that disrupt the lives of burrowing mammals. This prairie dog colony is hunted for 

recreation, and the land owners consider the prairie dogs a threat and direct competition to their 

livestock. The ranchers also claim that the prairie dogs forage grass from their hay fields, which 



is detrimental to their livelihood (Vickers, 2013). It is a semi-arid meadow located on an 80 acre 

ranch, and is not in close proximity to any roads.   

Methods: 

The study sites were chosen according to where similar population sizes and colony areas for 

two colonies of Gunnison’s prairie dogs could be found. The sites were also chosen according to 

frequency and caliber of disturbances: the colony in Telluride is frequented by pedestrians, while 

the Norwood colony is used for recreation such as shooting and driving. Both of these sites are 

flat open plots completely visible for observation.   

The study took place from 12:00pm-3:00pm from August 8th- 19th, 2013. Two observers 

were present and were located within ten meters of the nearest prairie dog mound. A timer was 

set upon approaching the colony and exact time of the first five emergences was recorded (when 

possible). Five minutes were then spent counting and recording the individual prairie dog 

vocalizations heard from the entire surrounding colony, and the numbers recorded by each 

observer were averaged. Next, each observer selected one prairie dog and observed and recorded 

the individual’s behavior for ten minutes; this process was repeated as many as three times. 

However, at the Norwood site there were not enough prairie dogs observed to time six 

individuals each day. Instead the time of each emergence was recorded (seldom reaching five 

emergences), and one individual was timed for ten minutes. The behaviors that were recorded 

were as follows: running, bipedal vigilant (standing on two feet scanning for predators), 

foraging, quadruped (standing on all fours), digging, front-porch (standing partially submerged 

on edge of burrow), and submerged (underground in their burrows). Finally, the observers 

counted the number of burrows on each plot.  



Results 

On the Valley Floor data collection was relatively easy because the protected prairie dogs 

did not stay submerged in the presence of the observers. The time to the first five emergences 

was recorded, and on both days of observation it took less than five minutes to see five 

individuals emerge from burrows. The number of vocalizations was observed for five minutes 

and on the first day 95 calls were counted and on the second day 57 calls were counted (see Fig. 

1). Next each of the two observers monitored the behavior of individuals for ten-minute 

durations, and this data was averaged (see Fig. 2). The prairie dogs at this site performed a 

variety of behaviors, including a considerable amount of time spent foraging. This site had 84 

burrows. 

In Norwood the prairie dogs almost universally stayed submerged when the observers 

were present. The observers attempted to time the first five emergences, however in the hour 

spent observing each day only three or four individuals would be seen. A five minute call count 

was conducted and on day one 6 calls were counted, and on day two 12 calls were counted (see 

Fig. 1). There were three ten minute behavioral observations taken on the Norwood plot which 

were averaged together (see Fig. 3). The prairie dogs on this land spent almost all of their time 

submerged when humans were present, and spent no time foraging. This site had 63 burrows.  

On the Valley Floor there was much more prairie dog activity observed than in Norwood. 

Of the 95 calls counted in Telluride only 6% of that was counted in Norwood. In Norwood 

individuals spent 27% less time foraging than individuals in Telluride. In the presence of the 

observers prairie dogs in Norwood remained submerged for 39% more time than prairie dogs on 

the Valley Floor. In Norwood only three behaviors were observed, while in Telluride almost all 



of the behavior categories were witnessed except for digging, which wasn’t observed in either 

location.  

 

 

 

Figure 1 
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Figure 3 

 

Conclusion 

The recreational destruction of the colony in Norwood may have played a role in its 

seemingly smaller population. In Norwood prairie dogs were never observed foraging for food, 

while those in Telluride were frequently seen foraging.  If the prairie dogs in Norwood are 

spending less time foraging and eating it could cause their health to suffer. A decreased caloric 

intake may cause the health of the colony to worsen and the population to dwindle. It is also 

likely that the grass on the Valley Floor is more plentiful and nutritious than the sparse dry grass 

on the Norwood plot, which could provide the Telluride colony with more calories.  

The colonies observed were on comparably sized plots; however based on the data it is 

likely that the colony in Telluride had a larger population than the one in Norwood. On the plot 

in Norwood far fewer prairie dogs were actually seen by the observers compared to the plot on 

the Valley Floor. When prairie dog vocalizations were recorded in Telluride nearly 100 calls 

were heard, where as in Norwood barely 10 calls were heard. 
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If this study were repeated it would be recommended that some aspects of the 

methodology would be changed. It would be useful to perform a concealed population census on 

the colonies being studied; this would give a partial explanation for varying degrees of activity at 

different sites. A population census was attempted; however the data was not reliable due to 

variations of field conditions and visibility of the observers on both sites. Capturing individuals 

and assessing their health in relation to other sites would also be insightful to the long-term 

effects of recreational prairie dog hunting.  

In general the skittish nature of the prairie dogs in Norwood did support the hypothesis. 

The shooting on this colony does seem to affect the way the prairie dogs behaved around people. 

However, it may also be likely that the prairie dogs on the Valley Floor are just less fearful of 

humans because they are exposed to them much more often than those on the Norwood colony, 

without any negative results of exposure.  There were many factors that played a role in the 

differences between the two colonies, and further studies would need to be conducted in order to 

fully understand these differences. 
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