Bic BEND GAZETTE

WiTx10oF1v 644<

Zspl <) Rsl = (5244

Fsrmpe F}tew3Penmxew
Vipnaj Vsyxi hikl{e} jyrhw
Arep} winjxih

26

Ger xhi anri

asai feao xs miiC
I lexmx aierw

isv Wleixiv viwnhi rxw
t:

Wxsviiw Ivsa nsaen evxmx
Oevo Oriiwolvriw
InxgInonrk ehzirxyviw
12 54

Wqgsoi Hw Fegoh
Weki Zni{w sr

glmh reqgnrk

erh gevwneki weznrk
2 5=

Xhi Fsvrhih Oer
e whsvx wxsv}

T} Fixl Kevgne
64

Tvenvni hskw ,efszi- lezi sri sjxli gsw gsqtpi | gsqqyrngexisr wiwxiqw 1ziv jsyrh eqsrkix e}mqepw2 i
Ir iwwirgi0wenh Porhwi} Wxivpnrk Overo sj x1i Tvenni Hsk Gsepxisr) 6x1i} ger we} sfpsrhi lend kviir Erh ws aval asvil2
wlnvx2i+ ,tlsxs gsyvxiw} sj Xi|ew Tevow > [ mhprji- Jsv gsvi0 wii wxsv} T} Qiker [ mhi sr teki 82



Grassland Gardeners: Prairie Dogs Abound North of Marathon

BY MeEcaAN WILDE
CONTRIBUTING WRITER

Walk along the quiet roadside eight
miles north of Marathon, where your
only noticeable company might be a
lonely passing car or golden eagle, and
youill probably set oy an alarm system.
The sprawling hightdesert grassland
there is pocked and cratered with dirt
mounds, out of which, like tiny perit
scopes, peer the eyes of blackftailed
prairie dogs.

When one of these sentinels spots
you T and decides youire a predator
T heill begin squeaking, shrill and
steady like a car alarm. Soon, other
nearby watchmen will join the distress
chorus.

Observe these grassland denizens
awhile longer and you might witness
another display, referred to by some as
fithe jumptyip.0 A prairie dog resting
on his chunky haunches lifts his tawny
breadloaftsized body up into the air,
pings his stubby arms wide, and lets
out a mighty fiweeoh!0 The melodiously
urgent sound could easily be mistaken
forabird call, and like a bird call, it elict
its an immediate response. When one
prairie dog jumptyips, it triggers a wave
of jJumptyipping among nearby prairie
dogs. The group of yelping rodents ret
sembles a hypedtup Lilliputian soccer
team doing a victory dance.

These calls are among the dozen or
so vocal signals that prairie dogs have
at their command, ranging from their
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namesake dogtlike barks, to chuckles,
purrs and snarls. Combining these
sounds with the use of scent and touch
T including a fikisso to distinguish friend
from foe Tprairie dogs have a remarkt
able system of communication. For
example, Northern Arizona University
biologist Con Slobodchikoy has found
that Gunnisonis prairie dogs, which
live elsewhere in the Southwest, can
actually use their calls to describe the
size, color, speed and speciyc type of
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approaching predators.

This complex chatter is only one
aspect of prairie dog societyls sophist
tication. Their colonial way of life,
cooperative vigilance, and labyrint
thine towns maximize their ability
to detect and avoid predators. Prairie
dog burrows, which often stretch for
miles, are elaborately designed with
escape tunnels and separate chambers
for rearing pups, sleeping, listening for
abovetground alarm calls, and latrines,
explains John Karges, the Nature
Conservancyis West Texas program
manager.

Prairie dog towns even have ventilat
tion systems: the height and placement
of burrow entrances is varied such that
swift prairie breezes are pulled undert
ground through a burrowis many tunt
nels, Karges says. The cratertlike shape
of these moundedtdirt entrances also
keeps out harsh rains and provides a
watchtower for observing trespassers.
By nibbling down any tall grass or shrub
seedlings around their watchtowers,
prairie dogs keep their view clear and
deprive potential predators of a vegetal
hunting blind.

Despite prairie dogsi many det
fenses, their subterranean civilizations
have been greatly diminished in West
Texas and elsewhere in their native
range, which extends from far northt
ern Mexico, across the Great Plains,
into southernmost Canada. In the
1800¢s, the ground beneath this vast
swath of North America teemed with
a purported yve billion prairie dogs.
In Texas alone, a turntoftthetcentury
state biological survey roughly estit

mated there were as many as 800 milt
lion Texan prairie dogs, whose colonies
covered more than 57 million acres. Our
state was also once home to the largt
est known colony; the town allegedly
stretched from Amarillo to Abilene
and was probably home to 400 million
blackttailed prairie dogs, according to
prairietdog expert John Hooglandis
book, The BlackiTailed Prairie Dog: Social
Life of a Burrowing Mammal.

But prairie dog populations have
been decimated by a century of disease,
habitat destruction, hunting and eradit
cation programs. Theyire now thought
to occupy less than one percent of their
native range, with Texas) towns covering
less than 150,000 acres, according to a
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department
publication. Theyive bounced back over
the past few decades, but some species
are still endangered or threatened. A
few years ago there was a failed eyort
to get federal protection for blackttailed
prairie dogs T Texas native species and
the most commonly seen in zoos.

While there are still a number of
healthy colonies in our region, many
prairie dogs have been lost from here
aswell. Historically about 13 percent of
Texast blackttailed prairie dogs lived in
grasslands west of the Pecos, including
parts of Jey Davis County, northern
Brewster County and purportedly Pret
sidio County, where their past presence
has not been conyrmed. But a recent
census revealed only three percent of
the statefs total population remain in
the TranstPecos, says John Young, a
state parks department mammalogist.

The decline of prairie dogs is an
ecological misfortune, and even more
unfortunate is that their eradication
has been based on largely discredited
notions. For the past century, prairie
dogs have been regarded by many landg
owners as pests who compete with livet
stock for food and dig noisome holes
that trip and break the legs of horses
and cattle.

Because of these concerns, a prot
gram of poisoning, drowning and
shooting prairie dogs brought them
dangerously close to extinction by the
early 1970s, according to Hooglandis
book. Prairie dog antagonism persists
today and not totally without cause.
Young points out that prairie dogs are
still a nuisance when they settle under
a golf course, airport or cemetery,
where theyive been known to excavate
bones.

And particularly if natural predators
are absent, prairie dogs can overgraze






