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REGION 2 SENSITIVE SPECIES EVALUATION FORM 
 
Species: White-tailed prairie dog (Ocynomys leucurus) 
 
Criteria Rank Rationale Literature Citations 

1 
Distribution 
within R2 

B The global range of C. leucurus encompasses western and central Wyoming, 
northwestern and west-central Colorado, and northeastern and east-central Utah, with 
extremely small extensions into Montana and Idaho.  Thus possible occurrence on 
Region 2 National Forest units is restricted to the Shoshone, Bighorn, Medicine Bow, 
Routt, and White River national forests, with some possibility of occurrence on the 
Grand Mesa and Uncompahgre national forests as well.  It is important to note that 
habitat used by this taxon (sagebrush/ grassland mosaics) restricts occurrence mostly 
to occasional patches along the low-elevation perimeter of these units.  This results in 
a patchy, discontinuous distribution within the region, especially in light of several 
other characteristics.  For example, the taxon prefers to associate in relatively dense 
colonies, is not especially mobile, cannot disperse effectively across large waterways 
or large areas of unsuitable habitat, is subject to deliberate eradication and 
recreational shooting, and suffers high mortality from sylvatic plague.            
 
Confidence in Rank High 

• Clark, T.W. and M.R. Stromberg. 
1987. Mammals in Wyoming. 
University Press of Kansas. 
Lawrence, Kansas. 

• Hall, E.R. 1981. The mammals 
of North American. Second 
edition. John Wiley and Sons, 
New York, NY. 

• Long, C.A. 1965. The mammals 
of Wyoming. University of 
Kansas Museum of Natural 
History Publication 14:493-758. 

• Luce, B. Personal 
communication. Wyoming Game 
and Fish Department, Lander, 
Wyoming. 

• Hoffman, R.S. 1999. White-tailed 
prairie dog (Cynomys leucurus). 
Pages 443-445 in D.E. Wilson 
and S. Ruff, editors. The 
Smithsonian book of North 
American mammals. 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 
Washington, D.C., in association 
with the American Society of 
Mammalogists. 

2 
Distribution 
outside R2 

B As discussed above, most of the global range of C. leucurus occurs within the 
boundaries of the Rocky Mountain Region.  Approximately 20% of the global range 
occurs in extreme southern Montana, southwestern Wyoming, and northeastern and 
east-central Utah.     
 
Confidence in Rank High 

• (See citations for criteria 1) 
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Species: White-tailed prairie dog (Ocynomys leucurus) 
 
Criteria Rank Rationale Literature Citations 

3 
Dispersal 
Capability 

A Successful dispersal is hampered by several factors.  Behaviorally, prairie dogs are 
social and colonial; individuals appear to be loathe to disperse far from natal colonies, 
do not survive well outside of a colony environment, and establish brand new colonies 
only infrequently.  Furthermore, dispersing individuals are often actively rejected by 
residents of existing colonies.  Large waterways, timbered areas, highways, and 
cultivated landscapes are dispersal barriers.  Mortality in C. leucurus populations is 
generally high due to disease (sylvatic plague), predation, deliberate eradication 
(poisoning), roadkill, and recreational shooting.  Dispersing individuals are subject to 
increased incidence of most of these factors.   
 
Confidence in Rank Medium 

• (See citations for criteria 1) 
• Everett, E. Personal 

communication. Univ. of WY, 
Laramie, WY. 

4 
Abundance in 

R2 

C Cynomys leucurus is still relatively common within the boundaries of the region.  
However, there has been a decline in both distribution and abundance, and local 
biologists have documented a notable decline in the abundance of large (ca. > 5000 
acres) colonies.  The majority of individuals clearly exist at low elevations off of 
National Forest System lands.      
 
Confidence in Rank Medium 

• Beauvais, G. Personal 
observations. 

• Luce, B. Personal 
communication. Wyoming Game 
and Fish Department, Lander, 
Wyoming. 

5 
Population 
Trend in R2 

A The combined impacts of exotic disease (sylvatic plague), deliberate eradication 
(poisoning), and recreational shooting have lead to a decline in both range and 
abundance.  Local biologists have documented a notable decline in the abundance 
and distribution of large (ca. > 5000 acres) colonies.  Hoffmann (1999) notes drastic 
declines and local extinctions throughout historic range.  
 
Confidence in Rank High 

• Hoffmann, R.S. 1999. White-
tailed prairie dog (Cynomys 
leucurus). Pages 443-445 in 
D.E. Wilson and S. Ruff, editors. 
The Smithsonian book of North 
American mammals. 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 
Washington, D.C., in association 
with the American Society of 
Mammalogists. 

• Luce, B. Personal 
communication. Wyoming Game 
and Fish Department, Lander, 
Wyoming. 
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Species: White-tailed prairie dog (Ocynomys leucurus) 
 
Criteria Rank Rationale Literature Citations 

6 
Habitat Trend 

in R2 

A Taxon occupies true grasslands as well as sagebrush-grassland and desert shrub-
grassland mosaics.  Grazing by domestic livestock may reduce habitat quality in some 
cases, primarily by reducing grass coverage.  Habitat dissection by roads, petroleum 
developments, and other anthropogenic features have also reduced habitat quality.  Of 
greater importance are the devastating effects of sylvatic plague; this disease 
organism has become a pervasive presence throughout most of C. leucurus range and 
has dramatically reduced habitat quality.  The vast majority of C. leucurus habitat in 
the region clearly exists at low elevations off of National Forest system lands.     
 
Confidence in Rank Medium 

• (See citations for criteria 1) 
 

7 
Habitat 

Vulnerability 
or 

Modification 

B In general, grasslands and shrub-grasslands are robust to disturbances; in many 
cases, grasslands actually require disturbances such as grazing or fire for local 
persistence.  The extent to which exotic weed infestations impact grassland rodent 
populations in this area is unknown.  The “B” ranking is based on the fact that 
recreational shooting and deliberate eradication efforts severely impact C. leucurus 
populations; intensity of each of these processes is likely correlated with motorized 
vehicle access to a given location.  Grasslands on the low-elevation fringe of National 
Forests are typically accessible to motorized vehicles.    
 
Confidence in Rank Medium 

• (See citations for criteria 1) 
• Beauvais, G. Personal 

observations. 

8 
Life History 

and 
Demographics 

A Taxon is subject to high mortality from predation, disease (sylvatic plague), deliberate 
eradication (poisoning), and recreational shooting.  Colonial distribution in a relatively 
open environment not only predisposes C. leucurus to all of these factors, but also 
increases the probability of local extinction over a relatively short time frame.  
Restricted dispersal capability inhibits natural re-colonization of suitable but 
unoccupied habitat.  
 
Confidence in Rank Medium 

• (See citations for criteria 3) 

Initial Evaluator(s): Dr. Gary P. Beauvais, Director, Wyoming Natural Diversity Database – University of Wyoming. 
 

Date: 07/27/2001 
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National Forests in the Rocky Mountain Region where species is KNOWN (K) or LIKELY(L)1 to occur:   
 
Colorado NF/NG 

K
no

w
n 

L
ik

el
y 

Kansas NF/NG  

K
no

w
n 

L
ik

el
y 

Nebraska NF/NG  

K
no

w
n 

L
ik

el
y 

South Dakota 
NF/NG 

K
no

w
n 

L
ik

el
y 

Wyoming NF/NG 
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Arapaho-Roosevelt NF  X Cimmaron NG   Samuel R.McKelvie NF   Black Hills NF   Shoshone NF X  
White River NF  X    Halsey NF   Buffalo Gap NG   Bighorn NF X  
Routt NF X     Nebraska NF   Ft. Pierre NG   Black Hills NF   
Grand Mesa, 
Uncompahgre, 
Gunnison NF 

L     Ogalala NG      Medicine Bow NF X  

San Juan NF            Thunder Basin NG   
Rio Grande NF               
Pike-San Isabel NF               
Comanche NG                
Pawnee NG               
 
 

                                                 
1 Likely is defined as more likely to occur than not occur on the National Forest or Grassland.  This generally can be thought of as having a 50% chance or greater of 
appearing on NFS lands. 


