
Gopher Tortoise: A Species in Decline1

Catherine Puckett and Richard Franz2

1. This document was published by the Gopher Tortoise Council, a group of southeastern biologists and other citizens concerned with the decline of the 
gopher tortoise. Publication date: 1991. First published: 1980. Minor Revision: July, 2001.

2. Catherine Puckett, Richard Franz, former Florida Museum of Natural History writers; Cooperative Extension Service, Institute of Food and Agricultural 
Sciences, University of Florida, Gainesville FL 32611. 

The  Institute  of  Food  and  Agricultural  Sciences is  an equal  opportunity/affirmative  action  employer  authorized  to  provide research,  educational 
information  and other  services only to individuals and institutions that  function  without  regard to race, color, sex, age, handicap, or  national  origin. 
For information on obtaining other extension publications, contact your county Cooperative Extension  Service  office.  Florida  Cooperative  
Extension Service/Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences/University of Florida/Christine Taylor Waddill, Dean.

"...Everything affecting the gopher tortoise's 
habitat affects the tortoise and...eventually affects all 
the other organisms in its ecosystem. Efforts to save 
the gopher tortoise are really a manifestation of our 
desire to preserve, intact, significant pieces of the 
biosphere. Even if the gopher tortoise could be 
assured survival in zoos and gopher farms, few of us 
would be satisfied. Organisms that exist in the 
absence of the natural systems of which they are a 
part are functionally extinct. and when man's care 
lapses they become truly extinct. I cannot imagine the 
sandylands without the gopher tortoise or the tortoise 
without its scrub habitats. They are one. In the end, 
we are one with them.

...We must preserve...the gopher tortoise and 
other species in similar predicaments, for if we do 
not, we lose a part of our humanity, a part of our 
habitat and ultimately part of our world." 

George W. Folkerts 

Department of Zoology and Wildlife Sciences 

Auburn University, Alabama

HISTORY

Gopher tortoises (Gopherus polyphemus)burrow 
into the earth, building homes for themselves and 

havens for many other animals. Along with scrub 
jays, burrowing owls, and short-tailed snakes, 
ancestors of gopher tortoises were a part of the 
savanna fauna that migrated millions of years ago 
into the southeastern United States. Gopher tortoises 
belong to a group of land tortoises that originated in 
western North America nearly 60 million years ago. 
At least 23 species of these tortoises are known to 
have existed on our continent since that time, but only 
four remain today. Three of the living tortoises 
(Xerobates agassizi, Xerobates berlanderi,and 
Gopherus falvomarginatus) are found in the western 
United states and northern Mexico. Only the gopher 
tortoise (Gopherus polyphemus, Figure 1) occurs east 
of the Mississippi River. 

Figure 1. 

DISTRIBUTION

Gopher tortoise populations are scattered 
throughout the coastal plain of the southeastern 
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United States, with most being found in north-central 
Florida and southern Georgia. (See Figure 2.) The 
species has been severely reduced in southern 
Alabama and Mississippi, southeastern Louisiana, 
southeastern South Carolina, and along Florida's 
southeast coast and throughout much of the Florida 
Panhandle. In Florida alone, gopher tortoise 
populations have dwindled to an estimated 30 percent 
of their original numbers. 

Figure 2. 

HABITAT

Gopher tortoises, or "gophers" as they are 
commonly called, live in dry habitats, such as 
longleaf pine-scrub oak sandhills and clayhills, live 
oak and red oak hammocks, sand pine scrub, wire 
grass flatwoods, dry prairies, and coastal dune 
ecosystems. Tortoises can also live in some 
man-made environments, such as pastures, old fields 
and grassy roadsides. Three conditions are needed for 
healthy tortoise populations: well-drained sandy soils 
for digging burrows, sufficient low plant growth for 
food, and open, sunny areas for nesting. 

LIFE HISTORY

Gopher tortoises feed mainly on low-growing 
plants that require abundant sunlight to grow well. 
Although wiregrass, broadleaf grasses and legumes 
are the most important foods, tortoises also eat 
gopher apples (Figure 3), pawpaws, blackberries, saw 
palmetto berries, and other fruits when available.

Figure 3. 

A gopher tortoise's life revolves around its 
burrow, which can be up to 40 feet (12 meters) in 
length and 10 feet (3 meters) in depth. The tortoise 
digs its burrow with its shovel-like front legs. The 
width of the burrow is approximately the same as the 
tortoise's length, allowing the tortoise to turn around 
anywhere in its burrow.

Gopher burrows are the lifeblood of dry, sandy 
uplands. Because these environments are desert-like, 
the burrows, which remain at fairly constant 
temperatures and high humidity throughout the year, 
provide an escape from the cold, heat and dryness for 
the gopher and other animals. They also act as refugia 
for other animals from the periodic, regenerative fires 
that occur in these scrubby, dry habitats.

Tortoise burrows provide shelter for more than 
360 species of animals, including indigo snakes, 
gopher frogs (Figure 4), Florida mice, skunks, 
opossums, rabbits , quail, armadillos , burrowing owls, 
snakes , lizards , frogs, toads, and many invertebrates. 
Many of these "commensals" use tortoise burrows to 
escape predators, adverse weather conditions, and 
fire; some cannot exist without the burrows.

indigo snakes. 

Figure 4. 

Gopher tortoises take a long time to mature. In 
northern Florida, female tortoises reach adulthood at 




