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P.A.W.S. – Peoples Alliance for Wildlife Survival, Inc.
GOPHER TORTOISE ONSITE RELOCATION PROTOCOL

P.A.W.S is a Florida not-for-profit organization dedicated to the preservation of Florida’s indigenous wildlife and their habitats. The Gopher Tortoise, (Gopherus Polyphemus), is federally listed as “threatened”, and is thereby protected. All Gopher tortoises in Florida are currently listed as “species of special concern” by the Florida Wildlife Conservation Commission, (FWC). As such, it is unlawful to injure, take, kill, or harass a gopher tortoise. Gopher tortoise burrows are also protected by statute. Damaging a gopher tortoise constitutes “taking” under Florida law.

P.A.W.S. relocates gopher tortoises both onsite and offsite, pursuant to Florida law, and in accord with our own protocol developed through extensive research and experience. This is a brief description of our protocol for onsite relocations of (5) or less tortoises on a single parcel.

1. We walk, (survey), the entire occupied parcel and map all existing burrows. GPS coordinates are taken and recorded, and a relocation site plan is developed and agreed to by P.A.W.S and the landowner or their representative.

2. Burrows are marked utilizing stakes spaced 25” away from the burrow entrance, in a square pattern, adorned with a perimeter of hi-visibility ribbon.

3. Signs are installed, indicating the presence of gopher tortoises on the parcel.

4. An online permit is applied for with FWC. Return of the approved permit can take from 10 – 30 days.

5. Once the permit is approved, a temporary pen, or pens, is installed, depending on the number of burrows to be trapped. We may use one of our portable pens, or fabricate a pen from hay-bales staked to the ground. 

6. Once the pen is installed, a starter burrow is constructed in each pen. Care is taken to select a location with similarities to the existing burrow, including ratios of sun to shade. Care is also taken to face the entrance of the new burrow in the exact same direction as the burrow to be trapped. When the bucket-trap is eventually installed at the burrow entrance(s), the soil removed from the old burrow will be used to form the entrance apron of the new burrow. This practice moves familiar smells to the new site and helps to ensure the tortoise will habituate to the new site.

7. To complete the new burrow site, tender native plants are transplanted inside the pens and near the new burrow entrance. These might include prickly pear cactus and other favorites, augmented with tender bean plants, which are “candy” to the gopher tortoise.

8. With the pens ready, bucket-traps are installed. A 6-gallon plastic bucket that has been drilled with a series of 1” holes is buried at the burrow entrance, immediately in the line of travel so that it cannot be avoided. Care is taken to bury the rim of the bucket at about ½” below the grade level. The top of the bucket is fitted with a layer of commercial grade aluminum foil, and then covered lightly with a layer of sand to conceal it. 

9. A line of very small twigs is then erected into the sand upright, all the way across the burrow entrance. Future viewing of these twigs will help determine whether a tortoise entered or exited the burrow, depending on the direction the twigs have been moved. 

10. FWC requires that traps be checked at least once each day. Our protocol requires us to check traps a minimum of three times each day. We feel it is very important not to leave a turtle in a trap for more than three hours. Tortoises cannot regulate their body temperature without being able to move in and out of sun and shade. A tortoise can die from overexposure, or from stress, should it land in the trap upside down. Also, all traps must be covered EVERY time it rains. If a tortoise falls into a bucket full of rainwater, it will drown. The frequency of trips and miles driven account for the majority of our direct expenses.

11. Once a tortoise is trapped, it is sexed, measured and inspected. We measure the carapace and plastron, and mark a job number on the top of the carapace with a non-toxic urethane paint marker. Sex is determined and recorded, and the tortoise is inspected for the presence of ticks, nasal or eye discharge, general health and shell deformities. After this brief period, the tortoise is placed into the temporary pen and fed and watered. We use a shallow water pan, large enough so that the entire tortoise will fit within it, but shallow enough so that it can climb out easily. Tortoises drink very little, obtaining most of their required moisture from the food they eat.

12. The tortoise will feed on the tender vegetation and cactus that we transplanted. We augment the daily rations with seasonal favorites like scuppernongs, muscadines, crabapples, palm berries, peaches, mock oranges, etc. We also feed over-ripe bananas, cherry tomatoes, cucumbers, carrots, raw green beans, celery, and any lettuce except iceberg. We also enhance the food we provide with a low dose of Calcium and D-3 to aid in calcium absorption while the tortoise is penned, since it may stay inside the burrow more than usual and thereby be deprived of adequate sunning time.

13. When a tortoise is placed in the pen, the clock starts. By rule, the tortoise can only be penned for (10) days. While penned, the burrows are inspected with down-hole infrared video equipment. Once all tortoises are trapped and the burrow is cleared of commensals, such as snakes, frogs or mice, the burrow is closed to prevent return.

14. The lot is completely cleared of vegetation before the tortoise is released to prevent the released tortoise from wandering back into harms way. Daily feeding continues until pens are removed, at which time stakes are erected around the new burrows and adorned with ribbon. These will stay in place until construction and landscaping is complete. 

15. A small permanent sign is erected next to the burrow(s) to make the new homeowner aware of the relocated tortoise. P.A.W.S. does a 3-month and 6-month follow-up on all relocations.

Commercial conservation consulting firms can charge up to $6,000.00 to relocate a single burrow. At P.A.W.S., we believe those high costs force some homeowners and developers to do the wrong things when faced with a tortoise that needs to be moved.

At present, P.A.W.S. relocates tortoises for homeowners at no charge, but we do ask commercial clients to reimburse us for our direct costs. We hope to be able to continue to offer this service indefinitely.

Contact us for more information:

P.A.W.S.  Peoples Alliance for Wildlife Survival, Inc.

352-288-3228 352-288-1085-Fax

www.PawsFloridaChapter.com

