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PRAIRIE DOG RELOCATION PLAN
FOR
QUINCY (KIPLING TO WADSWORTH) ROADWAY CONSTRUCTION PROJECT

JULY 29, 2013
Objectives: This Prairie Dog Relocation Plan identifies short-term options for humanely
addressing prairie dog issues within the West Quincy Avenue Widening Project right-of-way and
easements. The general concept of this Prairie Dog Relocation Plan is to discourage prairie dog
occupancy in areas slated for construction activities, or where prairie dogs occupy or have
recently colonized construction areas, and to encourage prairie dogs to occupy (translocate to)
areas outside of the construction footprint, right-of-way, or easements. This plan considers and
mitigates, to the extent possible, impacts to prairie dogs while still allowing construction
activities to occur on schedule. This plan is suitable for use at multiple locations throughout the
right-of-way and easements until construction completion.

Regulations
Federal
Due to population declines across its historical range, on February 4, 2000, the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service (Service) determined that the black-tailed prairie dog warranted listing as a
threatened species pursuant to Section 4(b)(3)(A) of the Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973,
as amended (16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.), but that a proposed rule was precluded by other higher
priority species. This finding established the black-tailed prairie dog (Cynomys ludovicianus) as a
candidate species for listing as threatened.
Subsequent to the candidate determination, the Service determined during an updated
evaluation of the best available scientific information that the black-tailed prairie dog is not likely
to become an endangered species within the foreseeable future and no longer meets the ESA
definition of threatened. Therefore, the prairie dog was removed as a candidate for listing under
the ESA on August 18, 2004 (FR 69, no. 159:51217-51226). Currently, there are no federal
restrictions placed on the overall management or control of black-tailed prairie dogs.
The Federal Correctional Institution (FCI), Englewood, Colorado has a black-tailed prairie
dog management plan and any activities must be consistent with the goals and management
strategies of the management plan.
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State
Presently, in Colorado, the black-tailed prairie dog is classified as a “destructive rodent pest”
by the Colorado Department of Agriculture (CDA) (see Colorado Revised Statute (C.R.S.) 33-7203)) and as small game by Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) (see C.R.S. 33-1-102). CPW
generally limits regulation of the black-tailed prairie dog to issues pertaining to hunting and
relocation from one site to another. Relocations are authorized through a permit process. CPW
prohibits all recreational hunting of the black-tailed prairie dog on public lands (state and federal)
and in all areas east of Interstate 25. Shooting is still legal for private landowners and their agents
to reduce damage to their properties, as is the use of various fumigants and toxicants. The CDA
and Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) direct the types and manner in which fumigants and
toxicants can be used. In an attempt to avoid adverse impacts on young prairie dogs or the
current year’s litter, CPW prohibits relocation of prairie dogs in March, April, or May. A
relocation permit from CPW is also required.
Permits and Approvals Required
•
•
•

Colorado Division of Wildlife: Relocation permit.
Local Government: Approval from county commissioners of the receiving county.
Landowner Permission: Written permission of landowner of receiving site.

Local
•
•

Jefferson County – does not have any regulations or policy pertaining to prairie dogs.
City and County of Denver – does not have any regulations or policy pertaining to
prairie dogs.

Black-tailed Prairie Dog Biology and Life History
Prairie dogs are social animals living in towns that range in size from 1 to 1,000 acres.
Larger towns are often divided into “wards” by barriers such as ridges, lines of trees, and roads.
Residents of a ward may be able to see and hear those of adjacent wards, but movement between
wards is generally uncommon. Within a ward, each family or “coterie” of prairie dogs occupies a
territory of about one acre. A coterie usually consists of a single adult male, one to four adult
females, and any of their offspring less than two years old (Andelt and Hopper 2001).
Prairie dogs live in burrows about 33 feet apart, 3 to 14 feet deep and between 15 to more
than 100 feet long. A mound 3 to 10 feet across and 6 to 12 inches high at the entrance of the
burrow prevents water from rushing in and serves as a lookout station. Burrow systems have 1 to
3 entrances (Andelt and Hopper 2001).
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Prairie dogs have one litter of 3 to 8 young per year in March or April. The gestation period
is 28 to 34 days. The pups venture above ground when they are 5 to 6 weeks old. Dispersal of
year-old juveniles and a few adults takes place in late spring. Most prairie dogs travel less than 2
miles, but a few migrate up to 6 miles (Fitzgerald et al. 1994; Andelt and Hopper 2001).

Potential Impacts
Ground-disturbing work associated with relocating the Xcel Energy transmission line will be
limited to drilling holes for six wood-equivalent poles. Each hole will be about 25 square feet in
size. The likelihood of a prairie dog being present in the drill locations is low and so would have
a negligible effect on the prairie dog control zone and on the colony population. Because impacts
associated with relocating the Xcel Energy transmission line would be negligible, no mitigation is
proposed.
Most areas of anticipated roadway construction activities to be conducted on FCI Englewood
are occupied by prairie dogs. Up to 3.28 acres of the black-tailed prairie dog colony north of West
Quincy Avenue would be permanently lost due to widening the road (Figures 1 and 2).
Construction of a water quality pond would affect an additional 1.02 acres of prairie dog habitat
(Figures 1 and 2). Up to 4.74 acres would be temporarily disturbed within the construction
easement. The permanent loss would be about 3 percent of the 110-acre prairie dog control zone
at the FCI Englewood facility. An estimated 1,400 prairie dogs are within the prairie dog control
zone, of which about 10%, or 140, are located in the project area. The proposed loss of 3% of
available habitat in the prairie dog control zone and relocation of 140 prairie dogs would have no
effect on the ability of the area to continue to meet the goals of the FCI prairie dog management
plan.
Because a relatively small area of the prairie dog colony will be impacted by roadway
construction, it is unlikely that the proposed construction activities will destroy all of the burrow
entrances of a complete burrow system. Prairie dogs within the footprint of the roadway
construction activities will be progressively encouraged to move to nearby available burrows and
habitat (“passive relocation”) prior to heavy construction activity (see below). Indirect impacts
from noise and human activity associated with construction will be short in duration, and will not
adversely impact the long-term survival of prairie dogs occupying areas north of the roadway.
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Mitigation
Pre-construction and post-construction mitigation activities will be implemented to minimize
impacts to prairie dogs, including:
•
•
•

Passive relocation of potentially disturbed prairie dogs (see below).
Removing and restoring temporary construction roads.
If the construction schedule allows it, passive relocation will be completed prior to
February 28 to avoid disturbance during the breeding/rearing season. If scheduling
does not allow completion prior to February 28, complete as soon as possible in the
construction schedule.

Based on these mitigation activities and the small impacts to both habitat and active prairie
dog burrow entrances expected from anticipated roadway construction activities, these activities
will likely result in limited impacts to the overall prairie dog population of the region. Prairie
dogs disturbed by the roadway construction project will likely relocate to nearby available
habitat.

Removal of Prairie Dogs from Construction Areas
Jefferson County minimized impacts to the prairie dog colony by restricting the roadway
project to as narrow an area as possible on FCI Englewood, but impacts were unavoidable. In
order to minimize impacts to individual prairie dogs, Jefferson County will implement the
following passive relocation approach to clear the roadway construction areas of prairie dogs as
much as possible prior to construction.

Passive Relocation
It is known that several standard agricultural practices discourage prairie dogs from
occupying a site. These include irrigation, tilling the soil, and planting tall crops that limit
visibility. This passive relocation protocol is a nonlethal land management activity designed to
encourage prairie dogs to relocate to areas outside of the disturbance footprint and thus avoid or
minimize any direct impact or mortality from construction activities. The passive relocation plan
is a multistep approach that is designed to begin low-level, earth-disturbing activities within the
roadway construction footprint to encourage prairie dogs to relocate on their own volition. Heavy
construction activities will then be conducted in a second phase after prairie dogs have moved out
of the roadway construction zones.
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Step 1  Black silt fencing will be installed delineating the construction zone; all active
prairie dog burrows outside this zone will be avoided. The silt fence will be opaque and a
minimum of 24 inches above ground to create a visual barrier for prairie dogs. The silt fence will
be buried a minimum of 6 inches into native soils or the bottom 6 inches buried with clean soil
berm to preclude prairie dogs from going under the fence. Prairie dogs seem to respond to holes
where light can pass through the visual barrier by clawing and chewing at the fabric. Therefore,
no light passage can be allowed along the bottom edge, along the seams, or as a result of holes in
the fabric. Proper installation and subsequent maintenance should prevent this. Holes in the
fabric may be patched with duct tape and seams may be reworked or sealed with tape. A shortterm option is to securely stake or pin the bottom of the silt fence every two feet such that there is
no light passage and it precludes animals from digging under the barrier. This step applies to all
of the options listed below.
Step 2  This step involves passive relocation of prairie dogs within the path of the
proposed construction footprint. The method involves two approaches for encouraging prairie
dogs to move from construction areas by mimicking agricultural activities that have been shown
to discourage prairie dog occupancy.
Approach 1: The construction footprint will be initially disturbed by a light grounddisturbing activity, such as disking, which will disturb burrow entrances but not bury any
animals within burrows. The footprint will then be gradually and incrementally disturbed at a
greater frequency and soil depth to encourage prairie dogs to relocate to available habitat
outside of the disturbance footprint or to switch use to undisturbed alternate burrow
entrances. Individuals will likely vacate the disturbed areas and relocate to existing available
burrows or will create new burrows in suitable areas. Approach 2: Once approach 1 has
been implemented, the area will be monitored for active burrows to ensure the area is not
recolonized. Individual active burrows will be filled with enough soil to close the burrow
opening, yet still allow any prairie dogs within the burrow to dig their way out. Placing a
wad of newspaper in the burrow entrance acts as a temporary plug and holds the fill dirt in
place. Active burrows will be determined by a visual inspection of all burrows. Fresh scat,
diggings, or burrow repairs indicate active burrows. Inactive burrows are in disrepair and
frequently are filled with windblown debris, soil, or spider webs. Any burrows not clearly
inactive will be treated as active. Approximately two gallons of dirt are typically sufficient to
close the opening. Dirt in the holes will remain loose and shall not be tamped or compacted.
Repeating this activity for several days, gradually increasing the amount of fill should
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encourage the prairie dogs to relocate or to use alternate burrow entrances outside of
disturbance limits.
Note: Singly or used together as described, these approaches may not be 100 percent
effective, in which case lethal control may be necessary.
Step 3  Monitoring of prairie dogs within and adjacent to the construction area will be
conducted throughout this protocol to monitor prairie dog activity within the site and evaluate the
success of the program.

Lethal Control
Passive relocation is preferable to the use of rodenticides to remove prairie dogs from habitat
that is about to be disturbed by construction activities. Rodenticides are not recommended as a
primary tool for removing prairie dogs because of unintended effects on nontarget animals.
Animal rights advocates oppose the use of rodenticides as inhumane.
The County may find that, despite passive relocation efforts, there may be some animals that
cannot be coaxed from their burrows. In this case, lethal control may be necessary to prevent
individuals from being crushed or suffocated by construction activities. If lethal control must
proceed, the following guidelines will be followed:
•

An experienced commercial exterminator shall be used for lethal control of prairie dogs in the
construction area. The commercial exterminator needs to adhere to all licensing requirements
from the CDA and label requirements from the EPA.

•

Any exterminator with a violation of a State permit shall not be used.

•

Acceptable methods for lethal control are currently limited to use of carbon monoxide or
carbon dioxide gas cartridges (fumigants). No other means of lethal control such as shooting,
poison bait, zinc phosphide (an oral toxicant), or aluminum phosphide (a fumigant) shall be
used to eradicate prairie dog colonies without prior approval of the County and FCI.
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