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In Attendance:  

Sanders Freed, Bill Kronland- Center for Natural Lands Management (CNLM);  Sarah Belles, Melissa 

Habenicht, Sarah Hamman, Elspeth Kim, Adam Martin, Erin Mau, Nicole Mullane- Ecostudies Institute;  

Tim Leque- Joint Base Lewis McChord (JBLM) Fish and Wildlife Program;  Dan Calvert- Joint Base 

Lewis McChord (JBML)-Sentinel Landscape Partnership;  Marty Chaney, Erin Gutierrez- Natural 

Resources Conservation Service (NRCS);  Chris Chaput, Marisa Whisman- Thurston County;  Sasha 

Porter- Thurston County Conservation District; Jim Kenagy- University of Washington;  Martin Acker, 

Erin Adams, Cassandra Doll, Kim Flotlin, Nick George, Daniel Grosboll, Ryan McReynolds, Zach 

Radmer, Kerri Wheeler- U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS); Emily Butler, Wendy Connally, Josh 

Cook, Darric Lowery, Gail Olson, Michelle Tirhi- Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW)  

 

 

Federal Recovery Planning Update- Kim Flotlin, USFWS 

The timeline for the MPG recovery plan is as follows: in June 2021, USFWS published the draft recovery 

plan, public comments were due in August 2021, and the final recovery plan is scheduled to be completed 

in September 2022. A species biological report for the 4 subspecies of MPG will be finalized before the 

recovery plan.  Information related to the draft recovery plan can be found on the USFWS national 

website and the WFWO website. Continuing threats to MPG populations include habitat loss and 

degradation, predation, pest control, direct and indirect mortality from human activity, and negative 

impacts stemming from small population sizes. Since its listing, actions have been taken to restore habitat 

for MPG such as conservation property acquisitions, completed and ongoing HCPs, DoD actions, and the 

creation of conservation banks to help fund conservation projects. In expanding the amount of habitat 

available to MPG and enhancing its quality, the goal of recovery and eventual delisting of the species is 

projected to take about 40 years. During this process, monitoring will be conducted to determine if the 

recovery plan is maintaining the correct trajectory. 

 

Michelle Tirhi asked if USFWS has thought about the process for building the network of reserves. Kim 

answered that priority areas, designated critical habitat, and potential critical habitat have already been 

identified.  However, easements, purchases, and other agreements for land acquisition need to be made in 

order to build reserves.  Michelle noted that she would like to see the working group checking-in about 

the reserve network (what the status is of the different properties, funding issues, identifying where they 

need to focus efforts, etc.).  Nick George shared information regarding the Partners of Fish and Wildlife 

program, which is working towards making conservation agreements with private landowners. The 

program provides landowners voluntary incentives to enhance habitat for conservation on their properties 

and offers financial and technical assistance. Michelle asked Nick if participating in the Partners program 

would help gain federal ranking points in land acquisition grants such as the Section 6 grant.  Nick 

responded that no formal points within the ranking system would be granted, because the program is only 

available on private lands.  However, working with the Partners program may be a good strategy.    

 

Information about the draft recovery plan, including the RIS and story map, can be found at the USFWS 

website: https://www.fws.gov/wafwo/articles.cfm?id=149489725 

https://www.fws.gov/wafwo/articles.cfm?id=149489725


Washington State Recovery Planning Update- Kim Flotlin, USFWS 

WDFW and USFWS work together, with the state advising the federal recovery plan and the state 

utilizing USFWS coordination information for their own state recovery plan (finalized last year). The 

state and federal recovery plans are alike in most respects, though there are slight differences due to 

different planning processes. 

 

 

Gopher Occupancy Training Program for Municipal & Private Biologists- Marty Acker, USFWS 

In 2017-2018, USFWS provided trainings on recommended procedures for municipal and private 

biologists to review upcoming building sites for current gopher occupancy.  The trainings have not been 

conducted since 2018 and are not expected to continue in the future due to the limited application of the 

trainings.  Most of the information that was gathered was private, with little data being reported to the 

local municipality and/or WDFW. To find current information on the distribution of the species, USFWS 

coordinates closely with WDFW’s databases.  For further information, people may contact Marty or 

Curtis Tanner. 

 

 

Abundance Estimation Methods and WDFW Surveys- Gail Olson, WDFW  

WDFW employs transect-based surveys that use mounds to estimate gopher abundance. This method 

assumes that mounds clustered together belong to a single individual while spatially separated mounds 

belong to different individuals.  The protocol requires surveyors to walk pre-established transects and 

record fresh mounds within 0.5m of the transect line using a precise GPS.  Comparisons of models to 

empirical data, including from tagged individuals, suggest this method is effective. Advantages of using 

this method include simple, non-invasive data collection, biologically-based assumptions, standard 

statistical analysis of results, and a direct estimation of abundance. One drawback of this method includes 

constraints on field survey conditions; effective surveys require conditions that allow all mounds to be 

identifiable and fresh.  Failure to meet these requirements violates assumptions made about the number of 

individuals present in an area. Additionally, highly precise GPS data recorders are needed to log specific 

mound locations along the transect and analytical expertise is required to process the data.  Recent 

surveys include: 2020- Scatter Creek (North & South Units), West Rocky, Wolf Haven, Wilridge Estates; 

2021- Alpaca Ranch (incomplete) and Olympia Airport (incomplete).  Kim asked Gail to clarify if results 

from one site can be applied to other sites with similar habitat.  Gail responded that extrapolating to 

different sites generally isn’t good practice and that the survey method is very efficient and should be 

applied directly to individual sites.  Sarah Hamman asked how much space should be allotted between 

transects to ensure that different gophers are being captured.  Gail responded ~25m between transects 

should be safe and that a standard set of guidelines should be developed and added to the action plan. 

 

 

MPG Surveys on JBLM – Tim Leque, Joint Base Lewis-McChord Fish and Wildlife Program 

Within JBLM, all known occupied MPG habitat is surveyed every 3 years while unoccupied, but suitable 

habitat is surveyed on a 5-year cycle.  From 2017 to 2021, a total of 12,676 acres were surveyed, though 

interior AIA was not surveyed due to unexploded ordinance danger.  Surveys were conducted using line 

transects of varying distances, depending on the area. Occupied training areas were surveyed with 

transects 25m apart, occupied ranges and unoccupied training areas (<600m from an occupied site) were 



surveyed with transects 50m apart, and unoccupied training areas and ranges >600m from an occupied 

site were surveyed with transects 100m apart. Due to access restrictions, transects surveyed were 

staggered between years.  Data points collected along transects were labeled as 1, 2, or 3 mounds, with 4 

or more mounds marked as clusters.  Both fresh and weathered mounds were recorded but distinguished 

from each other on the data file. Additional Percent Area Occupancy (PAO) surveys were conducted on 

larger prairie areas on base with higher gopher occupancy.  A grid of 25m2 plots were surveyed 3 times in 

a 2-week period, at 3- to 5-day intervals, to determine the presence of fresh mounds, and marked as either 

occupied or unoccupied. 

 

The 2021 surveys show that MPGs are found in the same areas that have supported them in the past, with 

no clear patterns of occupancy in Marion Prairie and high levels of occupancy in Johnson Prairie. Within 

the Rainier Training Areas, there is a gap in occupancy at TA 23. The eastern portion of JBLM still does 

not support a population.  No new populations were found in this year’s survey. 

 

Jim Kenagy asked Tim if there were explanations about the appearance of MPG in areas they were not 

previously found. Tim said it was unclear whether those individuals represent new populations or if they 

were missed in historic surveys. Some areas that host seemingly new populations have not been 

previously surveyed, so the populations may have occupied the area without detection until recently. 

 

Michelle Tirhi noted there should be a subgroup to discuss MPG survey methods.  Elspeth said there 

hasn’t been funding to support that work, but now funding is available, and she will follow-up with 

people working on methods (e.g., Gail, Tim, others).    

 

 
 



 
 

Genetic Analysis Project- Jim Kenagy, University of Washington 

Jim has worked with two PhD students, Corey Welch and Andreas Chavez, at the University of 

Washington to conduct next generation genetic analyses of Mazama pocket gophers in Washington and 

Oregon.  Preliminary results suggest that the highest degree of genetic differentiation over MPG’s range 

occurs between montane populations in Oregon and a unified group encapsulating all the populations in 

Washington state and coastal Oregon.  Notably, there is surprisingly little genetic variation among South 

Sound populations. 

 

Gail Olson asked how Jim’s work fits in with Ken Warheit’s previous work on MPG genetics, 

recognizing that Jim & Ken used different methods.  Jim noted that mitochondrial DNA approaches are 

outdated and that next generation methods are now being used.  Gail confirmed that Ken used 

microsatellite DNA and Jim & Gail agreed to follow-up the discussion later.  Dan Calvert asked what 

Jim’s work means for the protection of MPG going forward.  Wendy Connally responded that it has been 

a topic of discussion but that naming geographically local populations is still useful when applied to 

conservation geography in terms of allocating resources, garnering partners, and restoring connectivity 

and resiliency in those populations.  Jim clarified that mitochondrial DNA and microsatellites can 

distinguish various subspecies of MPG, suggesting there is not genetic homogeneity among South Sound 

populations.   

 

 

HCP Screen Team Update - Marisa Whisman, Thurston County  

While the HCP has been under development from 2014 to 2021, the county has worked with USFWS to 

conduct interim screenings for MGP as well as prairie habitat. Since 2014, there have been 1,995 projects 



mapped with gopher and prairie soils that have received full gopher review (a multi-site visit process 

requiring 2-3 site visits per property conducted 30 days apart between June 1 and October 31).  In these 

mound review surveys, reviewers walk linear transects 5m apart or closer, depending on visibility, 

throughout an entire property. Out of the 1,995 reviews, there were 245 gopher detections, about 12% of 

the properties receiving full review.  Of the gopher detections, 89% have been on more preferred gopher 

soils such as Spanaway or Nisqually series and the remaining 11% have been on less preferred soil types 

such as Yelm, Norma, or Alderwood. The county has also been screening for Critical Areas Ordinance 

Prairie Habitat, which requires any 3 of 64 prairie-associated plant species to occur in a portion of a 

property. Prairie habitat detections with native vegetation have co-occurred on 2% of the sites screened 

for MPG and the presence of one or more prairie plants have been on 3% of sites, suggesting that gophers 

did not require high quality prairie for survival so long as forbs are present. 

  

In late 2015, the county developed a triage process for projects that were unlikely to impact gopher or 

prairie habitat.  Examples of these projects include: developments on wetlands, projects with impervious 

surfaces (e.g., compacted gravel or pavement) that have been in place prior to the 2014 MPG listing, 

properties with coniferous forest and a well-established shrub understory, as well as mobile home or 

structural replacements on existing footprints.  A total of 1,146 projects have been subject to internal 

review criteria for release from the full formal review process.  This accounts for 36% of all applications 

received that were on mapped gopher or prairie soils.  Since 2018, there has been a significant shift in 

personnel conducting reviews from county personnel to private consultants.  For example, in 2018 72% of 

these reviews were done by county staff, and in the last two seasons 60% of reviews were done by 

consultants.  More detailed data will be included in the coming Interim Comprehensive Report. 

 

 

HCP Development & Approval Update-Chris Chaput, Thurston County 

Thurston County updated its Critical Area Ordinance and began the process to updating the prairie habitat 

assessment method in 2012-2013.  With the federal listing of the MPG in 2014, plans shifted toward 

creating the HCP and obtaining the grants to support it.  The first draft of the HCP was completed in 

2016; there have been four iterations of the HCP in the past four years, culminating in the current draft 

that USFWS has deemed sufficient to move onto the next step.  Currently, Thurston County is in the 

process of getting an Incidental Take Permit via the Environmental Impact Statement and is projected to 

have the permits by early 2022.  Scoping for the EIS occurred last year, and the last day to submit 

comments was November 8, 2021.  Remaining actions for the EIA phase include development of the 

implementation ordinance, creating a planning commission to gather comments, then review and approval 

of the HCP.  Funding for the project will be provided through mitigation fees and Conservation Futures.  

 

In the meantime, Thurston County has several other projects in the works including an economic 

assessment of the HCP.  The HCP provides a net benefit to the county making building more accessible, 

affordable, and responsible moving forward. Other species included under the HCP include the Taylor’s 

Checkerspot Butterfly, Oregon Vesper Sparrow, and Oregon Spotted Frog.  The Streaked Horned Lark is 

not included due to the insufficient area that the lark occupies within the HCP Permit Area. All typically 

permitted activities are included in the building allowance such as creating subdivisions, public services, 

and single family homes.  Within the expansion of development, considerations need to be made about 



minimization of negative impacts, creation of new reserves, maintenance and enhancement of existing 

reserves, and the use of land easements.  

 

The list of plant species that the county uses for restoration was requested and can be found here: 

https://library.municode.com/wa/thurston_county/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT24CRAR_CH2

4.25FIWIHACOAR_24.25.065IMHASP 

  

 

Phasing out site-specific HCPs- Marty Acker, USFWS 

USFWS has spent recent years permitting site-specific HCPs and working with Thurston County on a 

programmatic plan for its jurisdiction.  Overall, USFWS has permitted 11 HCPs that cover the MPG. The 

Kaufman HCP included 17 sites that span the ranges of the Olympia and Yelm subspecies, while 5 other 

single-site projects were permitted specifically in the range of the Olympia subspecies, and 4 others were 

permitted in the range of the Yelm subspecies. USFWS has also permitted Puget Sound Energy's 

maintenance of existing utility infrastructure in the ranges of the Olympia, Yelm, and Tenino subspecies 

for a period of 5 years. This will result in permanent mitigation, with little impact on utility lines. There 

are a few more site-specific HCPs in production, but going forward there is more focus on programmatic 

plans. 

 

A Draft Conservation Plan was created with Tumwater and the Port of Olympia that includes the Olympia 

Pocket Gopher, Oregon Vesper Sparrow, Oregon Spotted Frog, and Streaked Horned Lark.  The draft is 

projected to be submitted for review in the coming months. USFWS is working with other entities with 

Section 6 funding (City of Yelm, City of Tenino, Puget Sound Energy) to help implement long-term 

plans.  In the future, there will likely be a shift from single site HCPs to implementation and planning of 

more municipal plans, leaving the goal for site-specific survey work to be phased out in favor for 

conservation work under HCPs. This is a great opportunity to simplify local procedures and support 

conservation efforts. 

 

 

Washington State HCP Updates - Wendy Connally, WDFW 

Most of the HCPs discussed by Marty Acker are in Wildlife Region 6. The Habitat Program takes the lead 

on tracking those plans. Work is in progress to institutionalize the intake and review process.  WDFW 

biologists are engaged with USFWS to discuss conservation needs and figure out how conservation and 

recovery plans can work with the HCP development and implementation. WDFW is participating in the 

larger HCPs, but are not as involved in the smaller, single-site type HCPs.  Michelle Tirhi added that it 

would be beneficial to have annual HCP update meetings (once they are finalized) to see if the HCPs are 

having the intended effects. 

 

 

JBLM Conservation Planning Updates- Zach Radmer, USFWS 

A freeze in Army Compatible Use Buffer (ACUB) funds in 2014 led to the development of the 

Conservation Crediting Program by USFWS, DoD, and JBLM to show that the military was getting 

regulatory relief from off base conservation investments. The Conservation Crediting Program covers 

four species: Taylor’s Checkerspot Butterfly, Streaked Horned Lark, Roy Prairie Pocket Gopher, and the 

https://library.municode.com/wa/thurston_county/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT24CRAR_CH24.25FIWIHACOAR_24.25.065IMHASP
https://library.municode.com/wa/thurston_county/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT24CRAR_CH24.25FIWIHACOAR_24.25.065IMHASP


Yelm Pocket Gopher.  The program exchanges off base conservation success for regulatory relief on 

JBLM.  For example, if 50 acres are protected off base, then a 50 acre spatially-bound polygon on base 

will be free from USFWS protection measures. The framework biological opinion for this program was 

signed in November 2021 and will be implemented with the Army Compatible Use Buffer Program.  A 

copy of this framework biological opinion was distributed with the meeting minutes. 

 

Credits are divided into two ranks, Tier 2A and 2B. Tier 2A credits are put in the bank. Meanwhile Tier 

2B credits are to be spent by the installation within the spatially-bound polygons on base.  Requirements 

to spend Tier 2B credits on pocket gophers are as follows: the area must be 50 acres if it stands alone or 

can be attached to another conserved area that is occupied.  The conservation area must be occupied by 

gophers to obtain credit, with higher quality habitat rewarded with better ratios within the system. The 

land must be conserved in title or through a conservation easement. It must have a management plan and 

a non-wasting endowment to support that plan in perpetuity. If the land is a shared investment among 

multiple entities, the credits may be divided (e.g., if JBLM pays for 50% of the success, they get 50% of 

the credits). 

 

USFWS and JBLM are beginning a trial to apply a Conservation Policy Initiative for conservation of 

areas on base.  It is a “defined conservation commitment” that limits what an installation can be asked to 

do by USFWS.  Importantly, defined conservation commitments must be achievable on base alone, but 

there is flexibility to move efforts off base to reduce the burden on training.  Once the defined 

conservation commitments are compiled, an Integrated Natural Resources Management Plan is formed, 

which is then produced into a Programmatic Biological Opinion by USFWS. This new Biological 

Opinion would replace the previous one from 2017.  The goal for JBLM is to cover five species, each 

with independent goals that must be viewed together to devise strategies for enhancing and conserving 

habitat. Those strategies are being developed by USFWS, WDFW, and JBLM. Three drafts have been 

completed and the biological opinion will be extended another year, with a complete pilot program 

projected for 2023. 

 

Michelle Tirhi asked about differences between Thurston County HCP and what’s happening on base. 

Through the HCP, you can get credit for non-occupied areas with gopher preferred soils, but you will get 

more credits for areas that are occupied. On base, the area MUST be occupied by gophers in order to get 

credits. The habitat on JBLM is more likely to be occupied than those areas affected by the Thurston 

HCP, thus there is a higher bar for contributing for government entities. 

 

 

Mazama Meadows Mitigation Bank- Bill Kronland, Center for Natural Lands Management 

Mazama Meadows is a 140-acre preserve that was acquired by CNLM in 2014.  Goals for the site include 

expanding the Yelm Pocket Gopher population and acting as a conservation bank for the local area. 

Opening the conservation bank is an ongoing process, with hopes it may be completed in 2022.  Mazama 

Meadows is a significant conservation site with a strategic location in the Violet Prairie-Grand Mound 

complex area. Originally, the site was infested with Scotch broom, restricting gopher presence to 12% of 

the property.  Mowing and herbicide treatments have dramatically reduced the Scotch broom, and as of 

Fall 2021, 67% of the site was occupied by gophers. 



 
  

Thinking about how this fits in with the Thurston County HCP, Mazama Meadows is located on preferred 

gopher soils. Non-occupied areas are within 200m of occupied cells, so there are still credits available 

(0.95 credits per acre).  Each occupied 25x25-meter cell surveyed contained one to three mounds, so 

population density of gophers is low, suggesting room for improvement.  Michelle Tirhi asked if gopher 

expansion was solely due to the Scotch broom removal or if it’s possible the gophers were present before 

but hard to detect.  Bill answered that it was possible the gophers were present in 2014 but more likely 

that the dramatic Scotch broom removal had a positive effect.  Sanders Freed talked about vegetation 

changes at Mazama Meadows, with the increase in hairy cat’s ear, Plantago, and non-native rhizomatous 

grasses that are not preferred by gophers.  No quantitative data have been collected since 2014.  

Decreasing the abundance of non-native grasses will likely improve gopher density and prescribed fire 

will play a major role in restoration and management when the bank opens.  Gail Olson chimed in that 

expansion of gophers after Scotch broom removal is a common pattern.  Gail also emphasized that 

maintenance on these properties should be ongoing in order to keep the credits and that if sites are 

neglected (and unusable to gophers), their credit value should drop.  Bill agreed and noted the HCP has 

some provisions for Performance Standards.  

 

A copy of Bill Kronland’s written update was distributed with the meeting minutes. 

 

Mazama Meadows MPG surveys 



Conservation Grazing Research – Melissa Habenicht, Ecostudies Institute 

Ecostudies Institute, in partnership with Washington State University and other entities, conducted 

research on the ecological and economic impacts of expanding prairie habitat onto grazed working lands. 

The results presented at this meeting focused on the effects of Conservation Grazing Practices (CGPs) on 

plant diversity and gopher occupancy.  Conservation Grazing Practices (CGPs) entailed rotational grazing 

with a spring deferment period (allowing native prairie forbs to reproduce without cattle present) and the 

seeding of 10 native prairie forbs.  Six sites were included in the study (3 ranch sites, 3 native ungrazed 

prairie (NUP) sites).  Each ranch site included six, 1-acre paddocks that were split into two treatments: 

CGP versus Business as Usual (BAU).  The BAU treatment encompassed the practices each rancher had 

in place before the study; these practices ranged from continuous grazing to rotational grazing (but no 

native seeding).  The prairie sites had six 1-acre areas that were untreated.  Within each of these areas, 

monitoring subplots were established and the following data were collected: plant species richness (native 

& non-native), percent cover of different plant groups, and gopher occupancy (using the Percent Area 

Occupancy method).   

 

Conservation grazing practices increased both native and non-native plant species richness.  After one 

year, native species richness was significantly higher in the CGP treatment than the BAU treatment and 

remained higher throughout the second year of the study.  The increase in native species richness was 

attributable to the experimental seeding of the following species: Collinsia parviflora, Plectritis congesta, 

Ranunculus occidentalis, and Lupinus bicolor.  Notably, Castelleja levisecta was able to establish at two 

ranch sites.  Non-native richness was similar across the CGP & BAU treatments until 2020 when non-

native richness dramatically increased in the CGP treatment due to increasing frequency of velvet grass, 

black medic, bentgrass, quackgrass, and smooth hawksbeard.  Native ungrazed prairies had much higher 

levels of native richness and lower levels of non-native richness compared to the ranch sites. 

 

Gopher occupancy increased across all treatments over time.  Notably, gopher occupancy levels in the 

CGP treatment were comparable to protected prairie preserves.  Analysis with Generalized Linear Mixed 

Models (GLMMs) indicated that year was a significant factor in predicting gopher occupancy while 

treatment was not. 

 

For more information on this project, see the “SARE Trials Partner Summary” document distributed with 

the meeting minutes. 

   

 

Gopher Habitat Management on JBLM – Nate Johnson, Ecostudies Institute 

The Rainier training area is occupied by the Yelm subspecies of MPG and is maintained by fire at a 4-

year rotational interval with an average of 24% of open grassland area burned. About 4% of the total area 

is seeded annually along with more focused habitat enhancement for gophers and other prairie species 

throughout the entire training area.  

 

At Johnson Prairie, approximately 8 acres were logged in 2016 to create open prairie habitat for the MPG.  

Following logging, extensive herbicide treatments were applied for several years to treat Scotch broom 

and other non-native plants that were establishing from the seedbank. Over the last year, native fescue has 

been heavily seeded into the area.  Gophers have expanded into the area post-logging.  One of the action 



plan items was to evaluate tree removal for creation of MPG habitat- these results suggest that it can 

work, but it requires a multi-year commitment with a lot of brush control and slash removal and ongoing 

effort to fully maintain. 

 

Marion Prairie, a site with sandy loam soils, is also maintained with prescribed fire and is occupied by the 

Roy subspecies of MPG. In 2019 extensive habitat monitoring for gophers was conducted with 137 plots 

monitored across the entire area. A core area of native habitat was identified, with the idea that 

enhancement efforts would be focused on the adjacent areas to provide a buffer to the core and expand 

habitat for MPG and Taylor’s checkerspot butterfly. The Taylor’s checkerspot butterfly has also been 

seen at this site, likely colonizing from the nearby impact area. A large infestation of Scotch broom in the 

southern portion of the site is being treated to prevent invasion into gopher habitat. 

 

An area of Scouts Out was logged in 2016 but is tricky to manage with fire due to the slope of the land 

and nearby forested areas. This area has sandy, loamy soils that could support gopher habitat with the 

proper management (and resources to support intensive management).  

 

Upper Weir is completely occupied by gophers and is a model for what great habitat can look like. 

 

A copy of Nate Johnson’s written update was distributed with the meeting minutes. 

 

 

Gopher Habitat Management – Sanders Freed, CNLM 

Vulpia infestation has been a major challenge at ACUB agricultural conversion sites (Deschutes Preserve 

and Violet Prairie) and needs to be controlled before expanding native forb populations. Violet Prairie has 

supported gopher occupancy since its acquisition and the gophers have likely moved eastward on the 

property, though it is difficult to confirm mound presence due to the dense vegetation in the area.  At 

Deschutes, gophers have expanded occupancy at the north end of the property (north of the Chehalis-

Western trail).  However, the southern portion of the site has been heavily treated with glyphosate and 

invaded by Vulpia, both of which decrease food resources for the MPG (therefore little/no gopher activity 

there).  

 

Shifting to mitigation properties covered under the Thurston County HCP, the east side of Leitner 

Preserve has high gopher occupancy while only a single mound has been confirmed on the west side.  

Land acquisitions around Leitner Preserve will aid in expanding habitat.  At Deschutes Corridor, heavy 

glyphosate treatments have been applied and there is a small amount of Vulpia, so there aren’t many 

gophers present now.  However, there are gophers on the adjacent site (Bush Prairie Farm) which could 

quickly expand into Deschutes Corridor after burning and seeding treatments provide food resources.  

Century Preserve is a MPG-focused restoration site with historically low gopher occupation.  Mound 

detectability is a challenge here, as soil fertility is very high (site was once used in agriculture).  The site 

was not burned this year, but the hope is to get fire on the ground in the future, followed by seeding with 

forbs favored by the gophers. Previously, one of the upland units at the site was burned/seeded with good 

response by native forbs/grasses (HCP standards were met in that unit). At Puget Western, a Puget Sound 

Energy mitigation site, gophers are present, though the site is essentially a field of Scotch broom and will 



require ongoing management. More than 10 acres of the site was seeded this year, though there are 

difficulties doing prescribed burns because it is within city limits.  

 

 

Gopher Habitat Acquisition and Planning- Michelle Tirhi, WDFW 

The WDFW Lands 2020 package encompassed 5 properties totaling 491 acres with focus on the 

reintroduction of the MPG as well as butterflies of conservation interest and white-topped aster.  One of 

the properties (Parcel A) would connect the two Scatter Creek units, but unfortunately that acquisition 

was unsuccessful.  However, WDFW was able to obtain a short-term lease while negotiations continue. 

The Wilridge Wheeler Estate is WDFW’s first conservation easement that is primarily being used for 

MPG.  The 70 acre site is part of the Scatter Creek Wildlife Area and includes primarily Nisqually-loam 

soils with some Oregon white oak habitat.  Managing this property is a unique challenge, as planning 

needs to account for both agricultural and wildlife habitat objectives.  WDFW is using this property as a 

learning opportunity to navigate managing working lands for MPG.  Using Gail Olson’s gopher density 

protocol, ~152 gophers were found in the 2020 survey of the property. 

 

 

Gopher Habitat Management- Darric Lowery & Josh Cook, WDFW  

Since the last MPG working group meeting, a 340 acre wildfire burned in the South Unit of Scatter 

Creek, which has set into motion post-fire management practices including salvage and timber projects. 

Mowing treatments have been applied repeatedly since 2017 to help with a flush of Scotch broom.  The 

South Unit is a Taylor’s Checkerspot-focused area that has been seeded repeatedly.  Fescue seeding was 

attempted with marginal success.   

 

The North Unit of Scatter Creek has been managed with prescribed fire since 2009 and was also affected 

by the wildfire in 2017.  Post-fire timber projects worked on removing conifers in the North Unit and 

opened 25 acres of reclaimed prairie habitat.  Gophers started to occupy this area within the first year of 

treatment. This is a promising technique to promote MPG and will be pursued at other sites. 

 

Prescribed fire and mowing are also being used as tools to control Scotch broom at West Rocky Prairie. 

With burns and subsequent seeding in 2019 and 2020, the gopher population has expanded at this site. 

Work is in progress to acquire additional parcels of the Barnett property, an alpaca ranch that is currently 

partially bought out.  This land is being conserved for both prairie and upland species. 

 

Sanders asked Darric what the plan is for managing Scotch broom on the alpaca ranch.  Darric answered 

they are pursuing funding to tackle the Scotch broom, and they’ve also considered grazing as a long-term 

strategy.  In the short-term, WDFW will be applying mechanical control until other options are available.  

Sanders noted that the alpaca ranch could be a good place to visit in the spring field trip.   

 

Sanders also brought up the fact that many gopher set-aside areas are being neglected (e.g., area near 

Miles Sand & Gravel in Tenino was bulldozed) and we should be vigilant in protecting these areas.  

Michelle Tirhi said there should be a pool of money dedicated to upkeep on these sites and they should be 

included in planning processes. 

 



Gail Olson asked if anyone from DNR could speak about Rocky Prairie.  Dave Wilderman had a conflict 

and could not attend the meeting.  Bill Kronland asked if there is a projected timeline for the completed 

HCP.  Chris Chaput approval by the board should occur in late quarter 2 approval. 

 

 

Action Plan & RIS 

Kim Flotlin said there are no new actions and that if anyone is interested in the cost estimates they can 

contact her separately.  Gail noted that finalizing gopher estimation methodology should be included in 

the action plan. 


