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Description
Pocket gophers are thick bodied rodents T
five to seven inches long with a short sparsely e
haired tail. wide head. very small eves and ears,
strongly clawed front feet which are well suited
for digging. They have external, fur-lined
cheek pouches or “pockets” (hence the name

They do not transport soil in these pouches. Figure 4.23 Pocket Gopher
Their large incisors are used for cutting roots

and other plant parts as well as for digging. Their cheeks close behind the incisors which are
always exposed. Pocket gophers have pale to dark brown soft fur.

Distribution in Arizona

There are three species of pocket gophers in Arizona. All three species belong to the
genus Thomomys. The most common species is 7homomys bottae commonly known as the
Botta’s or valley pocket gopher. Pocket gophers are found throughout Arizona in any most any
habitat in which sufficient amounts of tuberous roots and other plant material are available and
the soil is suitable for digging tunnels.

Legal Status in Arizona

Pocket gophers are classified as non-game animals by the Arizona Game and Fish
Department and are protected under ARS Title 17-309. However, they may be controlled by any
legal means if they are causing damage as provided under ARS Title 17-239.

Life History and Behavior ,

Pocket gophers live most of their lives in underground burrow systems or runways they
have dug. They will occasionally venture above ground to feed on plants close to the burrow
entrance or to seek new territory. Except during the breeding season, pocket gophers are solitary
and will defend their burrow system against any intruders, including other pocket gophers.

Packet gopher burrow systems consist of a main tunnel or runway which is commonly six
to eight inches below the surface, but this depth can vary greatly with the type of soil. Runways
are about three inches in diameter, but will vary with he size of the particular gopher. Some
runways leading to nests or food caches may be three or more feet deep. Soil is excavated from
short lateral runways leading off from the main runway. The soil is pushed to the surface, most
often forming a distinctive horseshoe or fan-shaped mound. Each time the gopher finishes
pushing soil from a lateral the entrance hole is plugged with soil. These plugs help exclude
others animals and serve to maintain moisture and temperature within the normally closed
burrow system.

Pocket gophers are very sensitive to breaches of light or air into their burrow system.
They will attempt to plug any sources of light or air entering the burrow system. Pocket gophers
will also commonly plug a main runway with soil to block off predators such as snakes. The
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runway system constitutes the home range of a pocket gopher which may be up to 700 square
yards.

In Arizona. pocket gophers may produce young throughout the year. At higher altitudes
young are produced mainly in June and July and one litter is produced per year. At lower
elevations. there may be two litters produced per vear with young born mainly from December
through May and from mid-July through August.

Litter size may vary from one to ten but averages five to six. The gestation period is
about 30 days and the young remain in the nest for several weeks. Afier weaning the young are
expelled by the mother and often wander above the ground surface to start their own runway
systems. During this time the young are very vulnerable to predators and are taken by hawks,
owls, snakes, badgers, foxes, and coyotes.

In general, control methods implemented when the gophers are most active and before
young are born are the most effective. Therefore. gopher control would be most effective in the

“spring at higher elevations and in spring and fall at lower elevations. The appearance of new,
fresh mounds is an indicator of gopher activity. Pocket gophers will normally travel through all
the active portions of their burrow system daily.

Pocket gophers rarely live beyond three years. Pocket gophers do not hibernate and
studies have indicated that they are active throughout the night and day interspersed with short
periods of rest.

Food Habits

Pocket gophers are strict herbivores and feed on plant roots from below ground in their
runways. They may also venture above ground a short distance from the runway entrance to feed
on or drag vegetation back into the runway. They will also pull vegetation into their runway
from below ground. Pocket gophers will eat grasses, forbs, shrubs, and trees. Alfalfa seems to
be the most preferred food for pocket gophers. The pocket gophers found in Arizona prefer
perennial forbs, but will eat annual plants with fleshy roots as well as most other plants.

Damage and Identification

The presence of pocket gophers
can be determined by their distinctive
fan-shaped, earthen mounds with the
burrow entrance plugged with soil.
These mounds can be easily
differentiated from the burrow
entrances of other burrowing rodents
such as ground squirrels. Ground
squirrel burrow entrances will usually
be open and if there is a mound of
excavated soil, it will be generally
distributed around the entrance hole.

Note that pocket gopher mounds are goper tunnel and meund s Mo i, S
sometimes confused with mounds
made by moles. Moles are not present
in any areas of Arizona.

Pocket gophers primarily damage plants by consuming the roots. Often plants. including
smail trees, can be easily pulled up exposing severely damaged roots or the almost complete
absence of roots. They have also been known to girdle voung trees. In time, they will completely

kill small trees and shrubs and can cause extensive damage to flower or vegetable gardens.

Figure 4.24 Pocket gopher mound and tunnel
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Pocket gophers also gnaw on and damage underground cables and irrigation systems. Damage
caused by pocket gopher burrows in irrigation ditch banks can cause flooding of adjacent areas.

PREVENTION OF POCKET GOPHER DAMAGE

Habitat Modification

Many forbs have fleshy roots which are preferred by gophers. Weeds adjacent to lawns,
orchards, gardens, plant landscapes will attract gophers. Controlling weeds around these areas
will make them less attractive to gophers.

Soil saturated with water provides a generally inhospitable environment for pocket
gophers. However, flooding an area to drown gophers or to drive them above ground is not very
effective unless the gophers are in open or loosely plugged burrow systems. Water infiltrating -
down from the surface will not flood a tightly plugged gopher burrow system. In addition,
pocket gophers often construct their burrow systems in the raised borders of an irrigated field.

Exclusion

Underground cables and irrigation tubing can be protected from gnawing by gophers by
enclosing the cable or tubing in PVC pipe or other material that is at least 3 inches in diameter.
Pocket gophers cannot open their mouths wide enough to get their upper and lowers incisors
around a tube that size and therefore cannot effectively gnaw - this diameter essentially presents a
flat surface which makes it difficult for the gophers to get a “bite”. Buried cables and lines can
also be protected from gopher damage by surrounding them with 6 to 8 inches of coarse gravel
(about 1 inch in diameter).

Excluding pocket gophers by barriers, such as wire fence or concrete, extending below
the ground surface is neither practical nor effective. These barriers may slow down an invasion
but over time they will be breached. Pocket gophers can readily dig well below any practical
depth for this sort of barrier.

Frightening
No effective frightening methods have been determined to deter pocket gophers.
There is no scientific evidence that any of the marketed devices, whether based on
audible or high frequency sound, magnetic fields, vibrations, or a combination of these, are
effective in driving pocket gophers out of an area.

Repellents
Taste repellents have not been shown to be effective against gnawing by pocket gophers.

This may be due to the fact that the gopher’s mouth closes behind their incisors and they can
gnaw without getting any of the repellent into their mouth.

The “gopher plant™ or “gopher purge” (Euphorbia lathyrus) has been promoted as a
pocket gopher repellent, but there is no evidence that it is effective.

CONTROL OF POCKET GOPHER DAMAGE

Trapping

Trapping can be very effective for pocket gopher control, especially in small areas such as
lawns and gardens. Trapping is often used in larger areas such as parks or croplands to remove
the remaining gophers after a poisoning program has removed the majority of the population.
Since pocket gophers are active year-around. trapping can be done anytime, but is most
successful when the gophers are pushing up fresh mounds - generally in the spring and fall.
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The two most common gopher traps are the wire trap. with two-pronged pinchers (the
Macabee Trap™ and the Victor Easy-Set™) and the body-gripping, box trap (See Fig. 4.25).

Both of these are lethal traps which are sprung by the gopher, or soil that the gopher is
pushing, tripping a trigger. It is not necessary to bait these types of gopher traps. The key to
effective gopher trapping is proper trap placement. Traps should be placed in active, main
runways. Active runways are identified by the presence of fresh mounds. Fresh mounds can be
determined by the presence of fresh soil on the mound. Fresh soil will generally be more moist
and appear darker in color. Fresh mounds indicate areas where the resident gopher is currently
active and is more likely to encounter the traps.

Since the gopher will spend more time in the main runway, traps set in the main runway
will generally be more effective than traps placed in the lateral runways. The main runway can
be located by digging with a shovel or trowel. Start digging 12 to 18 inches away from the

mound on the same side as the plugged entrance hole. The lateral runway will lead to the main
runway.

BOX TRAP WIRE TRAP

Figure 4.25 Gopher traps

The main runway can also be located by pushing a metal probe with a sharpened, solid
end into the ground. When the probe enters the runway there will be a noticeable decrease in
resistance as the probe drops through the runway (See fig. 4.27). Once the main runway has been
located a trowel or small shovel can be used to open up the runway enough to place the traps. If
possible, it is best to carefully cut a clod of soil when excavating the runway. This clod can be
used later to cover the excavated hole. Two traps should be set well in the runway, one facing in’
each direction (See Fig. 4.28).

Wire traps should be placed back in the
runway away from where the runway was
excavated. The diameter of the runway can be
enlarged to accommodate the traps by using a long
handled spoon. The traps should be wired to a
stake on the surface to assist in retrieving the traps
and to prevent a partially caught gopher from
dragging the traps deeper into the runway. After
the traps have been placed in the runway, some
trappers prefer to leave excavated hole open to
attract the gopher. The breach of light and air into
the burrow systemn will attract the gopher.
However. other trappers contend that since the - S
gopher will push soil toward the source of light and Figure 4.27 Probing to find main tunnel
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air to repair the breach, this soil will often trigger the trap before the gopher is in a position to be
caught by the wire pinchers. These trappers prefer to fill the excavated hole with soil or to
replace the clod of soil that was removed in a manner that permits less light and air into the
system. Some gopher trappers believe that a gopher will push an amount of soil that is in
proportion to the amount of light and air they detect. They postulate that a small breach in the
system will attract the gopher and it will push less soil and be in a position to be caught when to
trap is triggered. They believe that covering the hole with a clod or a board leaving a small
opening will increase the chances of a successful trap.

Box traps can be very successful when placed at the intersection of the lateral tunnel and
the main runway as shown in figure 4.28. With this type of trap set, the lateral may be dug out to
locate the main runway. The box trap entrance should be flush with the inside wall of the main
runway. Pack soil completely around the trap entrance being careful the soil does not interfere
with the spring or bail. The small hole in the solid end of a box trap attracts the gopher. Box
traps can also be placed, facing both directions, in the main runway (See Fig. 4.28). Again pack
soil around the trap entrances leaving only the small holes in the ends open.

Traps should be checked at least once a day and if not sprung in 2 - 3 days, moved to a
new location within the same burrow system.

1. Dig out lateral runway to point “A” and clear away soil
80 trap can be placed as shown below. 1. Locate mhin runway with shovel or probe.

~— Main Runway —= """ "' et

2. Cut through runway digging away soil sufficiently to
allow placing of traps in open ends of runway.

runway.

3. Use large spoon to enlarge hole enough to receive traps.
Place traps well back in runway and press down firmly.

4, After placing ome or two traps as shown, cover 4 After placing trap as shown, close open epd.ﬁ ot: runway
completely with scil, but not more than 1” deep on top. with clod or dump of grass and cover with soil to shut
out light.

Figure 4.28 Pocket gopher trap placement
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Toxicants

Toxicants currently federally registered for control of pocket gophers include strychnine
zinc phosphide and the anticoagulants chlorophacinone and diphacinone.

The most widely used. and thought to be the most effective, toxicant for pocket gophers is
strychnine alkaloid (0.25 to 0.5% active ingredient) on grain bait. Zinc phosphide (2% active
ingredient) is also used for pocket gopher control. Bait shyness appears to be absent in pocket
gophers when using strychnine. Less in known about zinc phosphide and bait shyness may be
why zinc phosphide grain baits are not highly effective.

Anticoagulant grain baits are available in weather resistant, paraffin blocks. The paraffin
increases the effective life of the bait and makes it possible to kill future gophers that may re-
invade the burrow system after the resident gopher has been killed.

As with trap placement. bait placement is a key factor. To be most effective. toxic baits
used for gopher control must be placed in an active portion of the main runway. Use the methods
discussed above under trapping to locate the main runway near fresh mounds. The baits may be
applied by hand using a shovel or trowel to expose the burrow. by making and enlarging a hole
made with a metal probe

If using a metal probe the hole made from the surface can be enlarged and the bait can be
dropped into the burrow. If baits are placed by hand, use a long handled spoon, to place the label
recommended amount of bait. well back into the burrow. For best results, place bait in two or
three locations in each burrow system.

Although there is debate about wether or not to refill or cover up the excavated hole after
placing traps. it is generally recommended that holes dug into the burrow to place toxic baits
should be refilled. A gopher pushing soil toward an open hole is likely to cover the toxic bait
and it will not be consumed.

Poisoned gophers very seldom die above ground. however any gopher carcasses found
should be removed and properly disposed of to protect non-target animals. Check the area
periodically for 1- to 14 days after treatment. Dead gophers should be buried deeply or
incinerated.

Fumigants

The fumigants aluminum phosphide, magnesium phosphide, and gas cartridges with
various ingredients are federally registered for pocket gopher control. These fumigants usually
do not work very well for pocket gophers in the dry, light soils found in much of Arizona. These
gasses tend to diffuse through the burrow walls unless the soil is moist. In addition, these gases
move rather slowly through the burrow system and gophers have been known to plug the system
with soil when they detect the foreign gasses and thereby isolating themselves from the toxic gas.

Open Hole Monitoring Pocket Gopher Systems
Whether traps or poisons are used to remove gophers from a burrow system, the mounds

of soil can be spread out and the entrance holes unplugged and left open to monitor for re-
infestation or to determine if a live gopher is still present. If the holes are re-plugged and new
mounds appear. a gopher is still present in the system.



