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LOOKING FOR TORTOISES — Reese Thompson of Vidalia monitors a screen as Matt Elliott of the Georgia Depart-
ment of Natural Resources threads a coaxial cable with a camera attached into a gopher tortoise burrow. The two were 
checking burrows on timber land owned by Reese and his brother, Frank, in Wheeler County. The acreage is prime 
habitat for the imperiled gopher tortoise whose burrow is used by up to 300 different wildlife species.

It was early morning in the pine for-
est, and, although overcast, already mug-
gy. A fierce thunderstorm the night be-
fore had left soggy ground and downed 
branches along the sand hills near Alli-
gator Creek in Wheeler County. The soft 
earth compressed beneath our feet as we 
made our way toward the object of our 
search. 

We were standing beneath an open 
canopy of longleaf pines in a forest 

cleared by a controlled fire in late spring. 
There was little evidence of the fire now 
in early September—only a few charred 
branches and tree trunks here and there. 
What was telling for the naturalists in our 
group was the amazingly diverse spread 
of vegetation growing beneath the trees. 

Stiff wiregrass and the bright purple 
spikes of blazing star brushed against our 
knees; and closer to the ground we dis-
covered a herbaceous spread for wildlife, 
including gopher apple, wild peas, sticky 
foxglove, stinging nettle and spiderwort.  

It was the spring burn that made it pos-
sible for this vegetation to proliferate in 
the late summer and early fall—“the pay 
off,” according to the wildlife experts 
who advocate prescribed burns. 

The carefully managed uplands bor-
dering Alligator Creek, owned by broth-
ers Frank and Reese Thompson, has 
created prime habitat for a hundreds of 
wildlife species. The South Georgia site 
is particularly beneficial for the gopher 
tortoise, which prefers the type of veg-
etation found in longleaf forests. The 

Gopher It!
Longleaf Pine Forest: Paradise for the Gopher Tortoise
By Deborah Clark
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soft sand along 
the watershed 
provides perfect 
terrain for the tor-
toise’s burrow. 

The brothers 
each own acreage 
which supports 
approximately 
400 gopher tor-
toises. With the 
triple distinction 
as a “keystone” 
species, ecosystem engineer, and indicator 
species, the tortoise is considered vital to 
the welfare of other wildlife—some endan-
gered—and is being monitored by state, 
federal and private entities.

Dirk Stevenson, Director of the Fire 
Forest Initiative for the Orianne Society, 
oversees programs in the coastal plains that 
include monitoring of imperiled reptiles and 
amphibians, as well as the land management 
program with longleaf pine systems.

“The gopher tortoise is definitely imperiled. 
Where formerly Georgia would have had many millions 
of tortoises, due to habitat loss, the species has experienced 
great declines over time and is now localized. At this time large 
tortoise populations are only found locally on landscapes in 
sites and regions where habitats are well managed with fire.”

The longleaf pine habitat like that found on the Thomp-
son land once occurred naturally and in abundance along the 
Eastern seaboard. For thousands of years, 
fires started by lightning, and, lat-
er by the Native Americans, 
routinely cleared the na-
tive long leaf forests 
of wide-canopied 
hardwoods and 
underbrush. 
This allowed 

the nutritious herbaceous ground covers to flourish, and forest 
floor foragers, like the gopher tortoise, to thrive. 

By the mid-twentieth century, burning the forests was 
discouraged and the native longleaf forests were shrinking 
to alarming proportions. Other, faster-growing types of pines 
prized in timber production, but less manageable with con-
trolled burns, were replacing longleaf forests. Agricultural and 

commercial development also took a toll 
on the forests and wildlife habitats. 

“The longleaf pine system 
once covered 90 million acres 

in the southeastern United 
States, from Virginia to 
Texas,” Reese Thomp-
son illustrated. The sys-
tem bottomed out in 
early 1990s at 3 million 
acres. A million and a 
half acres have since 
been planted and have 

increased the system to 
about 4 million acres.

Stevenson reinforced, 
“The gopher tortoise does not 

eat longleaf pines and does not 
require the presence of the longleaf 

to survive,” but it is a native flora of the 
coastal plains and the historic habitat of the gopher tortoise and 
the species best managed with fire.

JUVENILE —While adult tortoises 
do not have many predators in the 
wild, juvenile tortoises are prey to a 
number of species. Tortoise eggs 
and hatchlings, like this one above, 
are particularly in danger. The juve-
nile, affectionately called “juvie” by 
wildlife biologists, was photographed 
by Thomas Sayward of the Geor-
gia Department of Natural Re-
sources at the Moody Forest 
Natural Area in Appling 
County.

SPEEDY—This adult gopher tortoise kicks up some sand 
as he hurries across the top of a burrow. The tortoise was 

snapped by Susan Carter of the Georgia DNR at Flat 
Tub Wildlife Management Area in Jeff Davis 

County. Tortoises mature slowly and are 
not reproductive until 15 to 20 years of 

age. A mature tortoise can reach an 
average age of 40 to 60 years, but 

one tortoise in captivity in Can-
ada is known to be at least 90 

years of age.
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Matt Elliott, nongame con-
servation program manager for 
the Department of Natural Re-
sources’ Wildlife Resources Di-
vision, explained that longleaf 
pines can withstand higher tem-
peratures and facilitate hotter 
fires. Together with plants like 
wiregrass which naturally oc-
cur in these systems, the fire can 
be better directed and managed. 
The result is a more efficient 
burn which allows for better re-
generation of the understory. 

Among the victims of these 
controlled burns are hardwoods, 
which will always regenerate 
and be a part of the environment 
because they are natives.

“Yes, we are engineering the 
habitat and we are discriminat-
ing against some species in the 
process, but overall, the benefits 
outweigh the detriments,” El-
liott added.  “The tortoises—and 
a lot of other wildlife—are here 
because of controlled burns,” he 
emphasized about the Thomp-
son land.

Elliott joined our group 
for the morning survey of the 
Thompson property; it was ter-
rain he had walked many times 
before. As part of his duties, 
Elliott and his team survey and 
maps hundreds of acres of go-
pher tortoise habitat each year. 
He has already walked every 
acre of the Thompson brothers’ 

tracts and recorded data which is 
updated regularly. That particu-
lar morning, while Elliott was in 
Wheeler County, his team was 
mapping habitat in Montgomery 
County at the Bullard Wildlife 
Management area. “We have 
a team out in the field every 
week,” he noted.

“When we do our surveys, 
we scope every one of these 
burrows,” he said as he snaked 
a “burrow cam” into a burrow to 
check for occupancy. The spe-
cialized camera was designed 
by an Atlanta veterinarian and 
is an important tool in field re-
search. The camera is mounted 
on a flexible, coaxial cable with 
a closed circuit screen and LED 
lights on the front of the camera 
to illuminate the burrow. To per-
form surveys, the biologists set 
up transects—lines across the 
areas where they think there are 
tortoises—and cover all of the 
habitat by running lines back 
and forth.

“If we encounter a burrow, 
we bring these things out,” he 
said, indicating the burrow cam, 
“so we are actually counting the 
number of tortoises instead of 
burrows.” Because tortoises can 
have as many as five burrows 
within their range, counting tor-
toises rather than burrows is a 
more accurate way to determine 
populations. 

GOPHER APPLE—Reese Thompson points out a gopher apple, 
among the plants preferred by the gopher tortoise. Some 600 dif-
ferent plant species can be found in a healthy longleaf pine eco-
system, a kind of paradise for the gopher tortoise and other wildlife. 
“The longleaf pine-wiregrass ecosystem is second only to the tropi-
cal rain forest in biodiversity,” Reese emphasized.

TOOTHACHE GRASS—Wildlife biologist Matt Elliott demonstrates 
the effectiveness of a plant known as toothache grass. Apparently, 
the plant has numbing qualities and was used by Native Americans 
when they were afflicted with toothaches. The plant was plucked 
from the Thompson land in Wheeler County and is a good species 
indicator of a wet longleaf pine ecosystem. 
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The kind of data Elliott and his team seek is how the tor-
toises are distributed across the landscape in relation to certain 
features of the terrain. He estimates the tortoise population on 
the Thompson lands to be about one tortoise per hectare (2.471 
acres). “Any more than that and you are packing them in,” he 
said.

Elliott’s office works with federal agencies, like the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service and the Natural Resources Conserva-
tion Service, and private organizations like the Orianne Society 
in facilitating conservation initiatives. “We do surveys for and 
maintain data on rare species of all types, including fish, plants, 
reptiles and amphibians.” 

One of the reasons why the gopher tortoise has been thrust 
into the spotlight is because it has been petitioned for federal 
listing as a threatened species in the eastern part of its range. It 
has been listed as threatened west of the Tombigbee and Mo-
bile Rivers in Alabama, Mississippi and Louisiana since 1987.

The gopher tortoise is among seven at-risk species target-

ed in the NRCS and USFWS’s Working Lands for Wildlife 
Partnership. The program helps landowners make voluntary 
improvements to their land that benefit wildlife and their ag-
ricultural operations and allow USFWS to provide regulatory 
predictability. Since 80 percent of gopher tortoise habitat is on 
private land, having the cooperation of private citizens like the 
Thompsons is crucial.

Erin Rivenbark, a regional listing biologist with the US-
FWS, joined us for the tortoise survey in Wheeler County. 
Rivenbark followed Elliott’s gopher cam efforts with an eye 
for the details. She commented on rills at the opening of an 
active burrow. The channels in the sand were evidence of a 
heavy rain the night before that had washed sand into the bur-
row. Inside, a young tortoise responded to being jostled by the 
camera.

The biologists estimated the animal to be about 15 years of 
age, considered a young adult. Annulae, or rings on the shell, 
helped determine the animal’s age. These rings would smooth 

Brothers Frank and Re-
ese Thompson are not able 
to pinpoint a moment in time 
when they became interested 
in wildlife conservation. They 
say that their parents, Frank, 
Sr., and Leila, were good man-
agers of the land and interested 
in wildlife. Perhaps their love 
of nature was a legacy from 
their parents.  

Leila was one of the four 
daughters of Reese Jordan. 
Her grandfather, J.T. Jor-
dan, had moved from Tatt-
nall County to Montgomery 
County in the 1870s. The land 
where he settled, along pres-
ent day Georgia Highway 
19, would not become part of 
Wheeler County until 1912 
when Wheeler was carved 
from Montgomery. The com-
munity which grew up where 
the Jordans settled still bears 

their name.  
Leila’s father and his 

brother, Charlie, jointly owned 
a substantial amount of tim-
berland which stretched from 
Lumber City to Glenwood to 
Jacksonville, and were suc-
cessful in the naval stores busi-
ness. In those days the Jordan 
family’s business supported 
an entire town. A commissary, 
grist mill, blacksmith shop, 
saw mill, turpentine still, a 
school and a church, were part 
of the landscape. Some of the 
houses where the company’s 
workers lived still stand, as 
does the overseer’s house and 
the family’s main residence.

Today, the original com-
missary with an antiquated 
gasoline pump offering fuel 
for 25 cents a gallon still oc-
cupies a corner at the intersec-
tion of Highways 19 and 126 

Frank & Reese Thompson:

Brothers in 
Conservation

BROTHERS IN CONSERVATION—Reese Thompson, 
left, and his older brother, Frank, stand in front of the his-
toric Jordan commissary in Wheeler County. The brothers 
are endeavoring to restore the longleaf pine forests native 
to Georgia’s coastal plains and are well-known and ap-
preciated for their strong conservation ethic.

By Deborah Clark
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out over time because of the friction caused by entering and 
exiting the sandy burrow. 

Rivenbark explained that tortoise burrows are commonly 
up to 25 feet long and are about 10 feet deep. They are as wide 
as the tortoise is long so that it can turn around. The “cave-
like” conditions offer stable temperatures year-round. Tortoises 
are reptiles and cold-blooded, so they prefer the comfort of the 
burrow in inclement weather. On the overcast day we chose for 
our exploration, the chances were that we would find more of 
them in the burrow than outside. If we were really lucky, we 
might find other species borrowing the sandy shelter.

The tortoise burrow is host to a whole range of “commen-
sals” or animals and insects that use the burrow as shelter.  “We 
have documented over 300 species that use the tortoise bur-
row,” Rivenbark said. “A lot of species burrow in the sand, but 
don’t build burrows like this,” she said. Among the types of 
animals using the burrows are raccoons, coyotes, mice, snakes 
and insects. “One researcher actually found an alligator using 
a tortoise burrow, but that’s rare,” Rivenbark shared. Perhaps 
more importantly, the burrows are winter shelter for the endan-
gered and federally protected indigo snake.

Stevenson echoed the crucial role the tortoise burrows play 

in the natural environment.  “Around a dozen invertebrate spe-
cies are found nowhere else on earth except inside gopher tor-
toise burrows. There is a miniature ecosystem associated just 
with the burrow itself—a sort of food web.” 

Numerous studies show a greater bio mass of animals in 
a sand hill ecosystem in which gopher tortoise burrows occur, 
Stevenson said. The tortoise is a coastal plains species which 
ranges from lower South Carolina, throughout Georgia’s coast-
al plain and much of Florida, to the coastal plains in Alabama, 
Mississippi and Louisiana.

Typically, tortoises live where the soil is soft enough that 
they can dig burrows, and where there is open canopy with a 
diverse, herbaceous ground cover. Often, wind rows suffice. 
On one part of the Thompson lands planted with slash pines 
some 15 years ago before the brothers began large-scale lon-
gleaf planting, a population of tortoises had moved in; but, this 
was considered “marginal” habitat because the ground was 
covered with pine straw. Only a few plants preferred by tor-
toises, like the gopher apple, could be found. 

Ordinarily, tortoises move up to a half mile or so within 

and Spring Hill Road. Frank and his 
wife, Ann, live nearby in another, larger 
commissary used by the Jordan family 
in the ‘30s and ‘40s but now renovat-
ed as a comfortable home. Reese and 
his wife, Pam, live in Vidalia, as does 
Frank, Sr.  

Reese said of his affinity for nature 
that he followed in his older brother’s 
footsteps. Frank recalled that he devel-
oped an interest in bird watching as a 
child. He and friend William Dobson 
of McRae, who would later become 
a naturalist and forester, spent many 
hours watching the waterfowl and wild 
birds in the forests and wetlands around 
Wheeler and Telfair counties.

“I used to be a member of the 
Georgia Ornithological Society,” Frank 
mentioned. 

Wild birds are still a focus for both 
Thompsons and, until a few years ago, 
their lands supported a population of 
rare red-cockaded woodpeckers. Later, 
pileated woodpeckers moved onto the 
land and are still present. The brothers 
are hoping the red-cockaded woodpeck-
ers will return. They have been careful 

to leave trees where the species made 
their nests and are hopeful that with the 
efforts to enlarge the longleaf forests, 
the birds will return.

One of a handful of  bird species 
found only in the southeastern United 
States, the red-cockaded woodpecker is 
a bird of mature southern pine forests. 
Its preference for longleaf pine and the 
destruction of that habitat have resulted 
in the woodpecker becoming an endan-
gered species. 

The pileated woodpecker is one of 
the biggest, most striking forest birds 
on the continent. It’s nearly the size of 
a crow, black with bold white stripes 
down the neck and a flaming-red crest. 
The nest holes these birds make offer 
crucial shelter to many species includ-
ing swifts, owls, ducks, bats, and pine 
martens. 

The Thompsons’ longleaf forests 
are considered prime habitat for hun-
dreds of species of flora and fauna, in-
cluding the endangered and federally 
listed indigo snake and the imperiled 
gopher tortoise. These animals are di-
rect beneficiaries of the brothers’ goal 

of improving the longleaf pine ecosys-
tem.

Reese fully appreciates the impact 
that private landowners can have on the 
ecosystem. He was the only East Coast 
landowner invited to participate in the 
Partners for Conservation’s Sensitive 
Species Forum in Colorado this year. 
His progressive conservation efforts 
became nationally known after he was 
profiled in a recent USDA National Re-
source Conservation Service (NRCS)
newsletter. 

Landowners from a dozen western 
states, leadership of the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, and representatives of 
nonprofit organizations and other gov-
ernment agencies convened in Denver 
for the forum. The goal was to improve 
understanding and communication re-
garding the management of sensitive 
species. 

Leopoldo Miranda, Assistant Di-
rector for the Southeast Region of 
United States Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice (USFWL), Mike Harris, a biolo-
gist with the Georgia Department of 
Natural Resources (DNR) who is now 

Please see Tortoise page 13
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with USFWL as candidate conservation 
coordinator, also represented the East 
Coast at the forum. They provided in-
sight into the sensitive species manage-
ment collaborations which are ongoing 
in Georgia.

“Reese was invited to this meeting 
because of his strong commitment to 
good private land stewardship. He has 
shown that the conservation and man-
agement of our natural heritage can 
and does go hand-in-hand with healthy 
working lands in the Southeast,” Miran-
da said.

Established in 2008, Partners for 
Conservation embodies a grassroots 
movement of private landowners work-
ing with agencies, nonprofit organiza-
tions, and policymakers to collaborate 

on conservation projects for present 
and future generations. It represents 
the voices of 21st century conserva-
tion and the collective effort to support 
working landscapes through voluntary, 
incentive-based public and private pro-
grams.

“Partners for Conservation is try-
ing to use common sense to protect a 
sensitive species and to maintain viable 
working land,” Reese stressed. “Ba-
sically, instead of having regulations 
from Washington, D.C., down, they are 
trying the voluntary approach,” by dis-
cussing incentives to reward landown-
ers for conservation practices which 
protect sensitive species.  

As opposed to the West, where large 
tracts of land are publicly owned by the 

Bureau of Land Management, 95 per-
cent of the land in Georgia is privately 
owned. In Georgia, some 80 percent of 
the gopher tortoise habitat is on private 
lands.

DNR biologist Jess McGuire noted 
in the NRCS newsletter featuring Re-
ese, “We need more private landowners 
to enroll in conservation programs so 
habitat is available to prevent listing.” 
McGuire’s job is to offer technical as-
sistance to landowners to help them un-
derstand the importance of restoring go-
pher tortoise habitat through prescribed 
burning, mid-story hardwood removal 
and planting longleaf pine. 

The gopher tortoise is one of seven 
at-risk species targeted in the NRCS 
and the USFWS Working Lands for 

CONTRASTING TREES—At left, Reese Thompson indicates a longleaf pine he and brother Frank planted in 1980. At right, 
Reese stands alongside a 200- to 300-year-old specimen “that probably saw Native Americans.” The longleaf pine habitat like 
that found on the Thompson land once occurred naturally and in abundance along the Eastern seaboard.  By the mid-twentieth 
century native longleaf forests were shrinking to alarming proportions.
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Wildlife Partnership. The USFWS program helps producers 
voluntarily improve their land to benefit wildlife and agri-
cultural operations. In turn, this allows USFWS to provide 
regulatory predictability.

During the Denver session, committees were created 
to help Partners push its agenda and to establish a national 
presence. Thompson offered, “It’s all about communications. 
What can landowners and federal and state agencies do to 
work things out so it’s a win-win for everyone?” 

“The organization is growing; it is getting out the sto-
ries about successful restorations and partnerships,” Thomp-
son said. The organization has planned another meeting this 
month in Mississippi and Thompson plans to attend.  

He is also a lifetime member of the Gopher Tortoise 
Council. Formed in 1978 by a group of biologists and others 
concerned about the range-wide decline of the gopher tor-
toise, the council offers professional advice for management, 
conservation, and protection of gopher tortoises; encourages 
the study of the life history, ecology, and management of go-
pher tortoises and other upland species; conducts active pub-
lic information and conservation education programs, and 
seeks effective protection of the gopher tortoise and other 
upland species throughout the southeastern United States.

Reese is also a member of the Longleaf Alliance (LLA), 
as is Frank. The LLA was established in 1995 with the ex-
press purpose of coordinating a partnership between private 
landowners, forest industries, state and federal agencies, con-
servation groups, researchers, and other enthusiasts interest-
ed in managing and restoring longleaf pine forests for their 
ecological and economic benefits. 

Over the years, the Thompsons have graciously wel-
comed scientists and naturalists to their property for an up 
close look at their conservation work. “The longleaf pine-
wiregrass ecosystem is second only to the tropical rain forest 
in biodiversity,” Reese emphasized as he gestured at the open 
canopy above and the carpet of plants at his feet. 

Just recently, Valdosta State University professor and 
botanist Richard Carter came to the Thompson land to search 
for the American chaffseed. The federally endangered plant 
lives in wetter longleaf pine habitats. While he did not lo-
cate that particular plant, he did not come away disappointed. 
He discovered a good stand of Krameria, abundant on the 
Thompson property but apparently rare elsewhere.

Reese is currently working with the Warnell School of 
Forestry at the University of Georgia in a project to survey 
for the Southern Hognose and Florida Pine snakes. The 
snakes have been petitioned for listing under the Endangered 
Species Act. Scientists from the Joseph W. Jones Ecological 
Research Center (JWJERC) at Ichauway Plantation and the 
Orianne Society have been frequent visitors to the Thompson 
lands. 

Ichauway Plantation was assembled by Robert W. Wood-

ruff, long-time chairman of The Coca-Cola Company, dur-
ing the 1920s from small farms. Woodruff recognized the 
unique natural characteristics of the land and for 70 years 
maintained an extensive tract of longleaf pine and wiregrass 
for quail hunting. Following Woodruff’s death, the Robert W. 
Woodruff Foundation established the JWJERC at Ichauway 
in 1991.

The Orianne society is a “scientific organization dedi-
cated to contributing to the greater body of knowledge of the 
herpetological and conservation science fields,” according to 
its website. The private organization uses a “science-fueled, 
boots on the ground” approach to conservation. 

“Landowners like Reese and Frank who are good stew-
ards and who value the natural heritage of their property 
will be an absolute necessity as we move forward and try to 
continue to conserve and protect our native flora and fauna,” 
noted Dirk Stevenson, Director of the Fire Forest Initiative 
for the Orianne Society. 

The Orianne Society conducts regular monitoring of 
wildlife in the three rivers watershed in Georgia’s coastal 
plains. Surveys at the Thompson lands are part of this long-
term data collection and controlled burns are a routine func-
tion with which the Orianne Society assists. 

“We cannot sing praises loudly enough for landowners 
like Reese and Frank, who value the bio-diversity of their 
land and who are willing to make sacrifices and invest in hab-
itat management with the end goal of a good gopher tortoise 
population,” Stevenson said, adding, “We need a lot more 
Reeses and Franks. “

Referencing the importance of the biodiversity created in 
a longleaf ecosystem Thompson avowed, “My life’s mission 
is trying to restore as much of the land to its natural condition 
as I can and to plant more longleaf pine.” 

Both brothers have endeavored to instill their conserva-
tion ethic in their children. Reese said his son, Reese, and 
daughter Audrey, both students at UGA, spend Christmas 
vacations planting pines and have assisted with controlled 
burns. Frank notes that his two daughters, Lucy and Laura, 
and his son, Frank, have all learned how to manage and con-
serve the land through hands-on experience. The brothers are 
confident that their legacy will be passed along to future gen-
erations of their family. Recently, Reese’s wife, Pam, bought 
him his own burrow camera. It has already “seen action” in 
the field several times. 

Who knows how, exponentially, the brothers’ efforts 
might impact the future? Standing in the midst of his longleaf 
forest, Reese assessed the abundance around him and mar-
veled at the potential. “With over 600 plant species here, the 
cure for cancer may be under our feet.” 

For more information, visit these websites:
Georgia Department of Natural Resources (gadnr.org)• 
Gopher Tortoise Council (gophertortoisecouncil.org)• 
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their range, but have been known to range as much as several 
miles following relocation. In prime habitat, they tend to group 
together more closely, Rivenbark offered, “They are social ani-
mals and visit each other. Males will find females, and it is said 
that they maintain harems.”

Rivenbark explained that tortoises mature slowly. Females 
are not reproductive until their teenage years, about 15 to 20 

years of age, but may continue to produce eggs throughout 
adulthood. On the average, tortoises that reach maturity will 
live perhaps 40-60 years, but some have been known to live 
much longer. 

Elliott pointed out that in Canada, one gopher tortoise has 
been living in captivity over 90 years. While adult tortoises 
have no natural predators except bears and coyotes, hatchling 

BURROW CAMERA—From left, Erin Rivenbark of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Matt Elliott of the Georgia Department 
of Natural Resources, and Frank and Reese Thompson observe a tortoise inside a burrow via the screen of a burrow camera 
system. The specialized camera was designed by an Atlanta veterinarian and is an important tool in field research. The camera 
is mounted on a flexible, coaxial cable with a closed circuit screen and LED lights on the front of the camera to illuminate the 
burrow.

Tortoise continued from page 10

Joseph W. Jones Ecological Research Center at Ichauway Plantation (jonesctr.org) • 
Longleaf Alliance (longleafalliance.org)• 
Natural Resources Conservation Service (nrcs.lusda.org)• 
Orianne Society (oriannesociety.org)• 
Partners in Amphibian and Reptile Conservation (parcplace.org)• 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (fws.org)• 
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and juvenile tortoises are vulnerable to a wide variety of preda-
tors, from raccoons to snakes. While adults tend to keep grow-
ing as they mature, growth tends to slow down as the tortoises 
reach a greater age. 

“Currently, the gopher tortoise in this (the eastern) part of 
the range is a candidate species for federal listing. This means 
that although we found it warranted for listing, we are currently 
working on other species with higher priority for federal list-
ing,” Rivenbark stated. It is the agency’s job to work with oth-
ers to conserve species and habitats. It is also responsible for 
listing species under the Endangered Species Act, when neces-
sary. 

“Fortunately for the gopher tortoise, this has given us more 
time to gather data. We’re seeing a lot of people doing active, 
on-the-ground management. This should improve conditions 
over time for the tortoise. One of the ways they might see this 
improvement is in better recruitment of juveniles into popula-
tions through successful nests, births, and the presence of juve-
nile tortoise burrows.”

She added, “It is our hope that we can improve this spe-
cies’ chances through voluntary conservation efforts like those 
Reese and Frank are helping to make a reality.”

Stevenson noted, “Without question, the gopher tortoise is 
one of the most significant vertebrates in all of the southeastern 
United States. It is fair to say we are at a very, very important 
stage for management and awareness.” CL


