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INTRODUCTION 
 

We surveyed the latest available National Agriculture Imagery Program (NAIP) images within the current 
range of black-tailed prairie dog (BTPD, Cynomys ludovicianus) colonies in a pilot study to estimate the 
current extent of apparent BTPD colonies. We estimated the range-wide extent of apparent BTPD 
colonies on the latest NAIP images for each of 11 states and on lands managed by the Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) in Part 1.  Western EcoSystems Technology, Inc. (WEST, Inc.) was contracted by the 
Western Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (WAFWA) in a separate project to estimate the extent 
of apparent BTPD colonies in Wyoming using a census of land units containing BTPD habitat in Wyoming.  
We gave results for the census in Wyoming and sample surveys for BLM Land and the other 10 states in 
Part 2.  Apparent BTPD colonies that were potential active or inactive BTPD colonies were digitized and 
delineated in a Graphical Information System (GIS).  Apparent BTPD colonies were called “features” for 
brevity. 

Our primary objective was to provide estimates of total acres of all features in the sampling frame of 
survey units for each state with confidence intervals on estimates.  Estimates were corrected for 
features missed (false negatives) as determined by the use of independent observers on a subset of 
survey units. Objectives also included estimation of the number of features in each state, the number 
that were greater than 1,000 acres and the number that were greater than 5,000 acres.  In Wyoming, we 
digitized features on a census of BTPD habitat units in the state and corrected the estimates of total 
acreage for false negatives.  In addition, aerial and ground surveys were conducted in Wyoming to 
correct estimates for false positives (i.e., digitized features that were not active or inactive BTPD 
colonies). 

We estimated sample sizes necessary to achieve acceptable levels of precision (for example, coefficients 
of variation less than 15 %) and recommended long term monitoring methods for acreage and 
abundance of potential BTPD colonies in each state, on BLM managed lands, and range-wide in 11 states 
based on sample surveys of habitat units. 

Objectives included preparation of GIS shapefiles and digital map products showing digitized features, 
representing potential back-tailed prairie dog (BTPD) colonies associated with 2 mile by 2 mile grid cells 
in a probabilistic sample of at least 1,000 cells from each state and for BLM managed lands.  Data were 
summarized in spreadsheets and/or data bases giving abundances, locations, and sizes of digitized 
images in the sample survey of cells.  In Wyoming, census values were given. 

Objectives on BLM managed lands differed somewhat in that we estimated total acres of features that 
were on BLM managed lands with confidence intervals.  We also, estimated total acres of features that 
were associated with BLM managed lands in the sense that at least part of the feature was on BLM 
managed lands. 
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METHODS 
We conducted a desktop survey of BTPD colonies using the latest National Agriculture Imagery Program 
(NAIP) imagery to identify potential BTPD colonies. NAIP images have at least one square meter 
resolution, were inexpensive and easy to obtain.  Plans exist to update images every 3 years or more 
often, facilitating a long term monitoring program. The study area was defined as the current known 
range of BTPD as established by the State wildlife agencies or historic surveys of BTPD colonies (Figure 
1.1), see Part 2 for the state study areas and sampling frames. 

We created a contiguous 2-mile square grid feature class over all 11 Western U.S. states in our study 
area, using the projection USA_Contiguous_Albers_Equal_Area_Conic_USGS_version.  Each grid cell was 
given a unique identifier (grid ID) that included the name of one and only one state; grid cells that 
overlapped multiple states were assigned to the state that had the greatest amount of area within the 
cell.  State-by-state and BLM sample frames were then created by sub setting the grid by state and those 
grid cells containing BLM managed lands.  NAIP imagery was unavailable for areas including and 
surrounding White Sands Missile Range in New Mexico.  Further modifications were described in the 
section presented for each state. 

We used 2 by 2 mile viewing units to facilitate complete coverage of the BTPD habitat and defined a 
sampling frame within each state and for BLM managed lands.  This allowed implementation of the 
multiple interpreter approach in McDonald et al. (2011) and provided analysis units that were 
compatible with units being used in the other 11 states containing BTPD (e.g., Kempema et al. 2015).  
We selected a sample of 2 by 2 mile grid cells within each state and for BLM managed lands. In addition, 
a sub-sample of the grid cells were also surveyed by two interpreters to make it possible to construct a 
“capture history” or “double sample” for features in survey units. The double sampling methods enabled 
estimation of the number of features not detected by either interpreter using logistic regression 
statistical models (Zar 2009). 
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Figure 1.1. Study areas and sampling frames of 2 mi by 2 mi grid cells in 11 states.  See the results 
section for each state for detailed descriptions of the sampling frames for each state and for BLM 
managed lands within the states. 
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Digitizing Methods 

The digitizers used the latest version of ArcGIS (ArcMap10.2.2) to conduct the GIS work in this study. 
Using ArcMap, we generated an MXD file for digitizers to use as a template throughout the entire 
project. In each state and for BLM lands, we constructed a sampling frame consisting of 2 mile by 2 mile 
grid cells to overlay the NAIP imagery so that observers could systematically search selected cells. To 
make the process of searching easier and more efficient, we created a smaller mini-grid system within 
each 2 by 2 mile grid cell. Each 2 by 2 mile cell contains 5 rows and 5 columns for a sum of 25 smaller 
cells for digitizers to search. The smaller grid system allows full coverage of selected 2 by 2 mile cells and 
assured that no area was overlooked by observers. Observers viewed the cells of the mini-grid at a scale 
of approximately 1:4,000.   

The observers searched each selected 2 mile by 2 mile cell starting in the northwest corner and worked 
their way to the southeast corner scanning the cells of the mini-grid one at a time. When an observer 
found a potential prairie dog colony, they digitized the feature’s perimeter at their discretion. Observers 
zoomed in and out on the images depending on the geographic area and the feature to be digitized. 
Digitizing was done at a scale no larger than 1:4,000. The interpreters used a “connect the dots” method 
to connect the outermost burrows that could be identified on the NAIP imagery (Sidle et al. 2002). For 
some colonies, visible clip lines of vegetation were observable to help identify the outer most burrows. 
Digitizers were instructed not to digitize colony perimeter by following the clip line in an effort to 
provide consistency across years with variable vegetation growth and to produce the most comparable 
results through time.  Further details on digitizing methods and methods for the double sampling 
procedure were given in Appendix A. 

Sampling Methods 

Observers digitized detected features on a sample of at least 20% of grid cells in the Arizona sampling 
frame, at least 1,000 grid cells from each of the other states, and more than 10% of grid cells in the 
sampling frame for BLM managed lands (Table 1. 1). We selected grid cells for sampling from the sample 
frame by an equal probability sampling procedure known as Balanced Acceptance Sampling (BAS, 
Robertson et al. 2013). This selection procedure resulted in essentially a stratified random sample from 
each state and a separate random sample from units containing BLM managed lands. Grid cells were 
ranked by the BAS procedure and sampling of grid cells proceeded through the ranked order of grid 
cells.  The BAS sample was a spatially balanced sample of grid cells such that any contiguous subset, 
when taken in order, was an equal probability sample of the target population. We digitized detected 
features on a census of grid cells in Wyoming.   
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Table 1.1. Total number of 2 mi by 2 mi grid cells in each state or overlapping BLM managed land, 
number of grid cells sampled (sample size) and date of National Agriculture Imagery Program (NAIP) 
imagery. 

State Sample size Total number 
of cells 

Date of NAIP Images 

Arizona 477 2,361 2013 
BLM 2,422 21,790 2012, 2013, 2014 
Colorado 1,122 11,101 2013 
Kansas 1,034 12,785 2014 
Montana 1,318 16,302 2013 
Nebraska 1,128 13,960 2014 
New Mexico 1,362 16,852 2014 
North Dakota 1,012 5,011 2014 
Oklahoma 1,078 8,888 2013 
South Dakota 1,230 12,165 2014 
Texas 1,982 24,539 2014 
Wyoming 1,722 8,790 2012 

 

Observers visually inspected each sampled grid cell and digitized those areas judged to be potential 
black-tailed prairie dog colonies.  BTPD burrows were usually surrounded by mounds of bare soil one to 
three meters in diameter.  Mounds were often of different color than color of surrounding surface soil.  
Vegetation was typically reduced in height with different texture that contrasts with vegetation outside 
the “clip line.” The size of mounds, color contrasts, presence of clip lines, and distances between 
mounds combined to form the search image which triggered the detection of a potential BTPD colony, 
e.g., Figure 1.2.  
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Figure 1.2.  Black-tailed prairie dog colony with burrow opening visible in a Google earth image at high 
level of resolution.  
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For each sample from each state and BLM lands, we digitized features detected and computed their 
acreage.  We estimated total acreage of digitized features and abundance of features on or partly on 
each surveyed grid cell.  Total acreage and abundance of features digitized in the state and BLM sample 
frames were estimated (see estimation methods below).  The precision of these estimates were 
evaluated to make recommendations on adequate samples sizes required for future work.  Details on 
the digitizing methods for the double sampling procedure were given in Appendix A. 

In Wyoming, we completed a census of grid cells under a separate contract with WAFWA, however, we 
recorded the Wyoming data to enable simulation of the results of a sample size approximately 10% of 
the cells.  Using these sampled cells, we computed estimates of total acreage of digitized features with 
confidence intervals. These estimates were compared to the census values in Wyoming in order to make 
recommendations on adequate samples sizes required for future work should a decision be made to 
monitor acreages based on digitizing features in a sample of cells rather than conducting a census of the 
entire state.   

Estimation Methods 

We used three fundamental methods for estimation of the total number (N) and total acreage (S) of 
features in each state and on BLM managed lands. We called the three methods the clipping, 
centroiding, and transecting methods. Probabilistic estimates underlie the three methods utilized here, 
for which small-sample statistical theory allows estimates of both total number (N) of features present 
and areal extent (S) expressed in acreage.  Within Wyoming, we compared these estimates to the 
estimates made from a census of the entire study area.  

The delineation of features with centroids that reside in a selected cell frequently leads to features that 
spill outside a sample survey grid cell of interest. Concurrently, other features, whose centroids fail to 
reside in the cell of interest, have extents that reach into a sampled cell. The resulting ambiguous 
dichotomy that results from the failure of features to reside completely in any one cell suggests the use 
of multiple estimation approaches, with the aim that concordance resulting from differing approaches 
will increase confidence in results.  

The clipping method involved determination of areal extent (S) of acreage of digitized features within 
each sampled cell and could be obtained without digitizing the entire perimeter of features when they 
extend outside the cell.  The resulting data analysis involves straight forward methods for estimation of 
the total areal extent of features in a state or on BLM land, however estimation of abundance and size 
of large features would not be possible.  The centroiding and transecting methods were developed to 
potentially improve the precision of estimates of the abundance and sizes of features greater than 1,000 
acres or features greater than 5,000 acres.  Such features were extremely rare or do not exist in some 
states.   

The centroiding method assigns each feature to one and only one grid cell in a sampling frame based on 
the location of the centroid.  Each cell in the sample frame was assigned the number and sizes of 
features whose centroids were in the cell.  Total areal extent of features can be estimated as well as the 
number and sizes of features using standard statistical estimation methods. 
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The transecting method was developed based on methods used for Russian snow surveys of animal 
tracks (Stephens et al. 2006).  Animal tracks were detected by crossing the track while following straight 
line transects.  In our application, features were detected by the sample of grid cells when the 
perimeters of features were intersected by the sides of our sample cells. We used the sides of the 2 mi 
by 2 mi sample grid cells as “transects” to “capture” features.  The objective was to improve the 
detection of large, rare features and to evaluate the precision of estimates of the size and abundance of 
rare, large features, e.g., number of features greater than 5,000 acres in size.   

Features whose perimeter were intersected by the transects were “in the sample” with probability, P, 
given by the following formula (Stephens et al. 2006) 

,
2

A

LM
P


  

where L was  the length of the transects, A was  the total area of the sampling frame, and M was  the 
perimeter of the digitized feature.  Given the probability of detection of features digitized in the sample, 
it was possible to estimate the total areal extent of features in a sampling frame and the abundance and 
sizes of features.  Further details on the formulas and their derivation were given below and in Appendix 
B. 

Probability of Detection 

We developed models to estimate the probability of an observer detecting a feature given the size of 
the feature. The double-observer approach, when applied to BTPD feature delineation, involved two 
observers who reconciled the presence of features in a grid cell following the methods described in 
Appendix A. Differences in feature delineation between the two observers suggest that their 
probabilities of detection of a feature differ. We utilized logistic regression to estimate the probability 
that at least digitizer A or B detects a given feature, assuming independence between observers, and 
allowing adjustment for covariates such as size of the features. We investigated the effects of several 
covariates in the models including feature size, log of feature size, digitizer pairings, and a measure of 
convolutedness. Appendix A contains detailed methods for this analysis. 

The Horvitz-Thompson Estimator 

The estimation of the probability of detection for a feature enables us to utilize the Horvitz-Thompson 
estimator (Horvitz and Thompson 1952) to estimate both total number of features present and areal 
extent. The estimate of total number (N) of features was written as 

�̂� =∑
1

𝑝𝑗

𝐺

𝑗=1

 

where pj was  the probability of detection of feature j, and G was  the number of features detected. The 
estimate of areal extent (S) of features was written as 

�̂� =∑
𝑠𝑗

𝑝𝑗

𝐺

𝑗=1
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where sj was  the size, in acres, of the jth feature. 

Clipping Method 

The clipping method involves computation of the acreage of features inside a given sampled cell. Areal 
extents of the jth feature only retain those portions of the feature that falls within the cell of interest. 
The Horvitz-Thompson estimator of aerial extent, S, incorporates the probability of detection of a 
feature. Using this method, we averaged the digitized acreage per cell and multiplied the average by the 
number of cells in the sample frame to estimate total acreage. We used bootstrapping methods to 
estimate percentile confidence intervals (Manly 1997) for the total.  

Note this method was only used to estimate the areal extent S, not the number of features N since one 
delineated colony may clip to several smaller distinct regions artificially inflating the observed total 
number of features. Additionally, this method cannot be used for estimation of the number of features 
greater than 1,000 acres or the number of features greater than 5,000 acres. 

Centroiding Method 

In the centroiding method, each digitized feature was uniquely assigned to one grid cell, namely the cell 
to which the centroid of the digitized polygon resides. The Horwitz-Thompson estimators were applied 
to estimate S and N, based on the numbers and sizes captured in a given sample. By using the acreage of 
features whose centroids belong to the sample of grid cells, we also estimated the total acreage of 
features in Wyoming. When estimating the number of features greater than 1,000 acres, we only used 
digitized features greater than 1,000 acres whose centroids belong to one of the grid cells in the sample.   

The centroiding method allowed us to estimate the number of features present when only sample data 
were available. One pitfall to using this method arose when the centroid of a digitized feature belonged 
to a grid cell outside of the sample of cells. This may be a particular problem for “large” features, i.e., 
those greater than 5,000 acres, because there may not be many such large features in the state and 
fewer in the sample of grid cells. 

Transect Method 

The third estimation method, known as the Formozov-Malyshev-Pereleshin formula (Stephens et al. 
2006), was used to potentially provide better estimates of the number of large features greater than 
1,000 acres and the number greater than 5,000 acres.  This method depends on identifying those 
features that intersect the boundary of a sample grid cell.  The probability that a feature will intersect 

with one side of a sampled grid cell was given by 
R

LMP


2 , where M  was the length of the 

perimeter of the feature in miles, L was the sum of the lengths of the sides of all sample grid cells in 
miles, and R was the area of the study area in a state in square miles (Stephens et al. 2006). Using 
features that intersect one side of a grid cell and knowing the probability that a feature with perimeter 
M intersected one side of the gird cell, we estimated the total number of features and total acreage of 
features in a state using a Horwitz-Thompson estimator for unequal probability sampling.  Similarly, 
using features > 1,000 acres (or > 5,000) acres that intersect one side of the grid cell, we can estimate 
the number of features > 1,000 acres (or > 5,000) acres in a state.  By applying the procedure four times, 
once for each side of the grid cell, we can compute 4 estimates and average them. We used 
bootstrapping methods to estimate the confidence interval on estimates of N and S (Manly 1997). See 
Appendix B for more details of the transect analysis method. 
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Adjustment for False Negatives 

Observers were required to participate in training exercises where images of known BTPD colonies on 
NAIP images were shown and the observers were to work through the instructions in the Standard 
Operating Procedure (Appendix A).  Images of ant colonies, rocks, patches of bare ground, etc. were 
included in the training exercises in initial attempts to help the observers develop a “search image” for 
active or inactive BTPB colonies. 

It was expected that observers will miss some active or inactive BTPD colonies (false negatives) as well 
as include some features that resemble BTPD colonies and trigger the “search image” (false positives).  
Images of mounds which triggered the search image for BTPD colonies were digitized by connecting the 
outermost mounds visible on the latest NAIP images available in each state and were referred to as 
“features” for brevity.  For example, if a small feature was digitized by an observer and probability of 
detection was 0.70 then the acreage of the feature was multiplied by (1/0.70) = 1.43 to account for 
features of that size that were missed (false negatives).  Similarly, the estimate of the number of such 
small features was increased by 1.43. 

Estimation Methods for Features on and Associated with BLM Managed Lands 

Estimation of acreage of features on BLM managed land required that a detected feature be clipped to 
both the selected 2 mi by 2 mi grid cell and BLM land (Figure 1.3).  Acreages of detected features on 
BLM lands and in selected grid cells in the sample survey were averaged and expanded to the number of 
cells in the BLM sampling frame.  We also estimated the number and acreage of features “associated” 
with BLM managed land in the sense that features overlapped at least partially with BLM land.  This 
required that a feature overlapped BLM managed land and the centroid of the feature belonged to the 
sampled cell, otherwise associated features could belong to more than one grid cell.  For example, the 
top feature in Figure 1.3 would be counted as associated with BLM managed land because it overlaps 
BLM managed land and the centroid was in the sampled cell. The feature in the bottom left of the cell 
would not be counted because its centroid was in the neighboring cell.  If the centroid of the bottom left 
feature had been in the sample cell it would have been counted as associated with BLM managed land 
and the entire acreage would have been “associated” with BLM land even though some of the feature 
was on non-BLM land. 

 

 



Page 11 
 

 

Figure 1.3.  Example of features overlapping BLM managed lands (green).  The sampled cell (beige) had 
two digitized features. The centroid of the top feature was in the sampled cell while the centroid of the 
bottom left feature was in the neighboring cell.  The acreage on BLM land and in the sampled cell (blue) 
was averaged over sampled cells. The top feature was counted as “associated with BLM managed land” 
because it overlaps BLM managed land and its centroid was in the sampled cell. 
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PART 1: RANGE-WIDE RESULTS 
Range-Wide Estimates of Acreage and Abundance of Potential BTPD Colonies 

As part of the training exercises to help observers develop a search image for colonies, and to allow 
development of models to adjust for probability of detection we required that teams of two observers 
independently digitize features detected on a sample of grid cells. Composition of the teams varied from 
state to state and more than one team worked simultaneously in a state.  One of the team members 
was designated as primary observer (A) and the other as secondary observer (B).  Each team member 
was the primary observer on approximately 50% of the team’s survey units.  

We used features detected by one observer as a “test” set and determined whether the second 
observer detected those features or not, fitting logistic regression models to the data.  Representative 
graphs of these models for Kansas, South Dakota and Wyoming were contained in Figures 1.4, 1. 5 and 
1.6 respectively.  The estimated probability of detection by individual observers was 0.70 to 0.80 for 
small features and increased to 0.9 or more for features greater than 1,000 acres, with the exception of 
viewing 2012 NAIP images of Wyoming.   In all states, the probability of detection of small features by at 
least one of two independent observers was estimated to be greater than 0.90.  The probability of 
detection by at least one member of a team was greater than 0.95 for relatively large features.  

The most difficult NAIP images that we worked with were the 2012 images for the State of Wyoming. 
Many of the Great Plains States, including Wyoming, experienced a severe drought during spring 2012. 
Unfortunately, the 2012 images for Wyoming indicated the presence of very little green vegetation. 
Identification of BTPD colonies was much more difficult in Wyoming than in the other states where NAIP 
images were taken in 2013 or 2014.  Detection of features on 2013 and 2014 images were more reliable 
due to vegetative vigor and height at the time the images were taken.  While it was possible to identify 
potential prairie dog colonies in Wyoming with 2012 imagery, the probability of detection varied among 
observers and the probability of detection of large colonies was estimated to be less than 1.00 for some 
observers (Figure 1.6).  For example, observer A was estimated to have probability of detection of about 
0.70 for all size features when viewing the 2012 NAIP images of Wyoming.  When only observer A 
searched a grid cell and detected a feature, the inflation factor was about (1/0.70) = 1.43, i.e. for every 
feature detected by observer A, another 0.43 feature was estimated to have been missed to adjust for 
false negatives. Also seen in Figure 1.6, observer B’s estimated probability of detection in Wyoming was 
higher, ranging from about 0.90 to 0.95, but exhibited high variation and a negative slope with 
increasing size. Despite the difficulties experienced with the Wyoming imagery, the probability of 
detection by at least 1 observer was quite high across the range of colony sizes. 
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Figure 1.4. Estimated average probability of detection of potential BTPD colonies as a function of size by 
two observers labeled A and B when searching 2014 NAIP images of Kansas.  The black curve was the 
estimated average probability of detection by at least one of the two observers on grid cells 
independently searched by observers A and B. 

 

Figure 1.5.  Estimated average probability of detection of potential BTPD colonies as a function of size by 
two observers labeled A and B when searching 2014 NAIP images of South Dakota.  The black curve was 
the estimated average probability of detection by at least one of the two observers on grid cells 
independently searched by observers A and B. 
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Figure 1.6. Estimated average probability of detection of potential BTPD colonies as a function of size by 
two observers labeled A and B when searching 2012 NAIP images of Wyoming.  The black curve was the 
estimated average probability of detection by at least one of the two observers on grid cells 
independently searched by observers A and B. 

Estimated Total Acreage of Features in Each State and for BLM Managed Lands 

We digitized all features detected on a sample survey of grid cells in 10 states and for BLM managed 
lands.  We digitized all features detected on all grid cells in Wyoming.  We also recorded results for the 
first 1,722 grid cells digitized in the BAS randomized list of 8,790 cells from Wyoming to mimic a 
probabilistic sample. 

We estimated the total acreage of features by the clipping method. The clipping and centroid methods 
gave unbiased estimates of total acreage of features, however we reported only estimates for acreage 
of digitized features by the clipping method. The clipping method was simpler to understand, simpler to 
compute, and there was a 13.5% mean increase in the coefficient of variation (CV) of the centroid 
method relative to the clipping method. 

Eleven states 

We estimated the total acreage of all potential BTPD colonies in each state using our digitizing methods 
and correcting for false negatives (features missed during digitizing) using the double observer methods 
(Table 1.2).  These estimates likely contain an unknown proportion of false positives, i.e., digitized 
features which were neither active nor inactive BTPD colonies. 
 
Using these methods, total acreage of potential BTPD colonies in these 11 states corrected for false 
negatives was estimated to 1,932,792 acres uncorrected for false positives (90% Confidence Interval (CI) 
[1,810,089 to 2,130,030], Coefficient of Variation (CV) 4.9%).  Colorado had the largest estimate of total 
acreage with 532,251 acres while North Dakota had the smallest estimate at 15,561 acres.  Coefficients 
of variation ranged from 8.3% in Montana to 33.1% in North Dakota.   
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Arizona 

 
Observers detected and digitized only 2 potential BTPD colonies in the sample of 524 cells in Arizona.  
Based on a close examination using Google Earth, one of the two features digitized was very small (0.05 
acre) and was judged to not be a potential BTPD colony.  For Arizona, we reported the acreage of three 
“known” BTPD colonies (17.4 acres, Holly Hicks, Arizona Department of Game and Fish) plus the one 
feature (16.1 acre) judged to be a potential BTPD colony for a total of 34 acres.  It was not meaningful to 
report confidence intervals, standard errors and coefficients of variation for estimates in Arizona. 
 

Wyoming  

 
The estimated acreage for Wyoming was 288,606 acres (CV = 12.9%; Table 1.2) based on a probabilistic 
random sample of 1,722 digitized cells and not corrected for false positives.  These estimates were 
reported to be comparable to values reported in the other states and to be comparable to future 
sample survey monitoring results for trend, should a census of cells not be digitized.  Census values for 
Wyoming, corrected for false positives using aerial survey “truthing,” were reported in Part 2 of this 
report. 
 
Table 1.2.  Estimated acreage of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in 11 states corrected for 
false negatives.  Standard errors, coefficients of variation (CV), and bounds of 90% confidence intervals 
were reported. 

  90% Confidence Interval   
State Estimated 

Acreage 
Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

Standard 
Error 

CV 

Arizona 34 - - - - 
Colorado  532,251   454,519   621,546   50,511  0.095 
Kansas  154,775   102,084   262,123   45,984  0.297 
Montana  184,055   166,219   210,408   15,203  0.083 
Nebraska  89,208   77,181   107,481   9,501  0.107 
New Mexico  124,098   103,228   155,709   16,778  0.135 
North Dakota  15,561   9,578   27,760   5,151  0.331 
Oklahoma  81,224   63,015   107,187   13,199  0.163 
South Dakota  224,145   187,303   270,383   25,059  0.112 
Texas  238,871   193,281   304,826   34,015  0.142 
Wyoming  288,606*   236,700   361,896   37,201  0.129 
Range-wide Total  1,932,826   1,810,089   2,130,030   94,707  0.049 
*Estimated acreage in Wyoming was based on the sample of digitized cells and not corrected for false 
positives (see Part 2, Wyoming).   
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BLM managed lands 

We estimated 77,723 acres of features to be associated with BLM managed lands in the sense that 
features partly or wholly intersected BLM managed lands and 31,209 acres of features on BLM managed 
lands (Table 1.3).  Coefficients of variation were 18.3% and 18.4%, respectively. 
 
 
Table 1.3. Estimated acres of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies associated with BLM managed 
land and on BLM managed lands corrected for false negatives. Upper and lower bounds were reported 
for 90% confidence intervals.  The standard error of the estimate and its coefficient of variation (CV) 
were reported. 

    90% Confidence Interval   

Area of 
Inference 

Sample 
size 

No. cells in 
sampling 

frame 
Estimated 
acreage 

Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

Standard 
Error CV 

Associated with 
BLM lands1 2,422 21,790 77,723 60,374 108,572 14223 0.183 
On BLM lands2 2,422 21,790 31,209 23,933 43,221 5,743 0.184 
1Centroid method, 2Clipping method 

 

Estimated Number of Features 

Eleven states 

 
Estimation of the number of features present in a state or associated with BLM land was by two 
methods.  The centroid method essentially counted the number of features with centroids located in a 
sampled cell, adjusted the count to account for probability of detection (i.e., for false negatives), 
computed the adjusted number for each sampled cell, computed the mean per cell and applied the 
mean to every cell in a state (Table 1.4).  The method used straight forward standard statistics adjusted 
for false negatives and was an unbiased estimator of the total number of features.  We estimated the 
number of potential BTPD colonies corrected for false negatives in the 11 states (Table 1.4).  We 
estimated a total of 29,467 potential BTPD colonies in the entire sampling frame (90% CI = [28,757; 
30,962], CV = 2.4%).  Colorado and South Dakota had the largest estimated numbers of features at 5,793 
and 5,204, respectively. 
 

Arizona 

 
We report 3 “known” BTPD colonies in Arizona plus one potential colony for a total of 4 features. 
 

Wyoming 

 
 We estimated 3,158 features in Wyoming based on a random probabilistic sample of 1,722 grid cells 
from the total 8,790 cells to mimic results of a probabilistic sample (Table 1.4).  These estimates were 
reported to be comparable to values reported in the other states and to be comparable to future 
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sample survey monitoring results for trend should a census of cells not be digitized.  Census values for 
Wyoming, corrected for false positives using aerial survey “truthing,” were reported in Part 2 of this 
report. 
 
Table 1.4. Estimated number of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in 11 states corrected for false 
negatives.  Standard errors, coefficients of variation, and bounds of 90% confidence intervals were 
reported. 

  90% Confidence Interval   
State 

State 
 

Estimated number 
of features 

Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

Standard 
Error CV 

Arizona 4 - - - - 
Colorado 5,793  5,248  6,361  339  0.059 
Kansas 2,553  2,141  3,023  268  0.105 
Montana 4,006  3,877  4,188  201  0.050 
Nebraska 2,317  2,222  2,456  137  0.059 
New Mexico 1,964  1,856  2,123  166  0.084 
North Dakota 299  219  394  53  0.177 
Oklahoma 1,816  1,542  2,115  174  0.096 
South Dakota 5,204  4,693  5,763  326  0.063 
Texas 2,353  2,256  2,496  146  0.062 
Wyoming 3,158  2,872  3,460  179  0.057 
Range-wide Total 29,467  28,757  30,962  707  0.024 

 
 

BLM managed lands  

 
We estimated the number of BTPD colonies associated with BLM managed lands and corrected for false 
negatives to be 800 features (90% CI = [748; 882], CV = 8.2%. 
 
Table 1.5. Estimated number of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies associated with BLM managed 
land corrected for false negatives.  Standard error (SE), coefficient of variation (CV), and bounds of 90% 
confidence interval were reported. 

 90% Confidence Interval   
 Estimated number features   Lower Bound   Upper Bound  SE  CV  

          800                748                882         66  0.082 

 
 

Estimated abundances of potential BTPD colonies greater than 100 acres and 500 acres  

 
We attempted to estimate the abundance of features greater than 1,000 acres and greater than 5,000 
acres in size using the transect method (Appendix B).  Unfortunately, there remains unresolved 
controversy in the formula for probability of detection of features based on intersections of the 
perimeter of the feature with the “transects” (sides of our grid cells).  We obtained improbable 
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estimates of probability of detection, i.e. values greater than 1.0 = 100% using the formulas in Appendix 
B. 
 
The centroid method provided an unbiased estimated of the total number of features (Table 1.4).  
However, the method did not work well for estimation of the number of features greater than 1,000 
acres and greater than 5,000 acres in the individual states, because such features with centroids in the 
sampled cells were extremely rare or not present.  For example, we detected and digitized 4 features 
greater than 5,000 acres; however, none of the centroids of the four were in sampled cells.  
 
After reviewing these results, we changed our objectives and estimated the number of potential BTPD 
colonies greater than 100 acres in size and the number greater than 500 acres in size. We believe these 
estimates were reliable and will be repeatable should a similar design and analysis be conducted in the 
future.  We estimated 4,234 potential BTPD colonies greater than 100 acres and 419 potential BTPD 
colonies greater than 500 acres in the 11 state study area (Tables 1.6 and 1.7). 
 

Table 1.6. Estimated number of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies greater than 100 acres in 11 
states corrected for false negatives. Standard errors, coefficients of variation, and bounds of 90% 
confidence intervals were reported. 

  90% Confidence Interval   
 
 
State 

 
 

Estimated number 
greater than 100 

acres 

 
 

Lower  
Bound 

 
 

Upper  
Bound 

 
 
 

Standard 
Error 

 
 
 

CV 

Arizona 0 NA1 NA1 NA1 NA1 

Colorado  1,372   1,181   1,578   121   0.088  
Kansas  198   111   297   53   0.270  
Montana  372   335   434   44   0.118  
Nebraska  188   151   250   40   0.215  
New Mexico  334   297   409   47   0.141  
North Dakota  30   15   59   12   0.409  
Oklahoma  218   141   305   49   0.227  
South Dakota  458   352   577   68   0.149  
Texas  446   409   508   48   0.109  
Wyoming  620   518   728   64   0.103  
Range-wide Total  4,234   4,023   4,649   195   0.046  
1NA = Not Applicable; Denotes confidence bounds, standard errors and coefficients of variation were not 
possible to compute.    
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Table 1.7. Estimated number of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies greater than 500 acres in 11 
states corrected for false negatives.  Standard errors, coefficients of variation, and bounds of 90% 
confidence intervals were reported. 

  90% Confidence Interval   
 
 
State 

 
 

Estimated number 
greater than 500 

acres 

 
 

Lower  
Bound 

 
 

Upper  
Bound 

 
 
 

Standard 
Error 

 
 
 

CV 

Arizona 0 NA2 NA2 NA2 NA2 

Colorado  190   127   269   43   0.23  
Kansas  25   12   74   17   0.70  
Montana1  7   NA2   NA2   NA2   NA2  
Nebraska  12   12   50   12   0.99  
New Mexico  25   25   74   15   0.61  
North Dakota  5   5   20   5   1.00  
Oklahoma1  3   NA2   NA2   NA2   NA2  
South Dakota  20   10   59   14   0.71  
Texas  87   62   124   24   0.28  
Wyoming  56   31   87   17   0.31  
Range-wide Total  419   349   544   62   0.15  
1No features greater than 500 acres existed with centroids in sampled cells.  The estimated number was 
a conservative underestimate of the number present. 
2NA = Not Applicable; Denotes confidence bounds, standard errors and coefficients of variation were not 
possible to compute.   
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PART 2: INDIVIDUAL STATE AND BLM RESULTS 
 

State study areas and sampling frames 

 

We created a contiguous 2-mile square grid feature class over all 11 Western U.S. states in our study 

area, using the projection USA_Contiguous_Albers_Equal_Area_Conic_USGS_version.  Each grid cell was 

given a unique identifier (grid ID) that included the name of one and only one state; grid cells that 

overlapped multiple states were assigned to the state that had the greatest amount of area within the 

cell.  State-by-state sample frames were then created by subsetting the grid by state and making further 

modifications as described below. 

We searched a sample of grid cells in each state and digitized features on the latest available NAIP 

images judged to be potential BTPD colonies.  Shapefiles of the digitized features in each state will be 

made available to WAFWA, representatives of the wildlife agencies in each state, and the Bureau of 

Land Management.  In addition, high resolution county maps showing the sample of cells searched and 

features digitized will be distributed.  Example low resolution county maps were given below for each of 

the states and BLM managed lands below.  Figures of digitized features were included on the state and 

county maps to establish the general distribution of potential BTPD colonies.  However; clearly, colonies 

that we missed were not included in the county maps. Also, we did not know which of the individual 

polygons in the county maps were active or inactive BTPD colonies; that is, some of the individual 

polygons on the county maps were false positives.  

Estimated acreages and numbers of features were given for each state and for BLM lands.  Estimated 

total acreages and numbers of potential BTPD colonies were adjusted for false negatives.   

ARIZONA 

 

We started with the shapefile of potential BTPD habitat in Arizona (Holly Hicks, Arizona Game and Fish 
Department, personal communication, Feb. 18, 2015) to develop a sampling frame consisting of grid 
cells that met the following criteria (Figure 2.1):  

1) the cell contained any portion of area within the 6 county area of interest (Cochise, Graham, 

Greenlee, Pima, Pinal, and Santa Cruz), 

2) the cell had <50% of the land area within the grid cell overlapping US Forest Service 

designated land,  

3) the cell had >25% of the land area within the grid cell designated as “Black-Tailed Prairie 

Dog Habitat” according to the model layer provided by the Arizona Game and Fish 

Department, and 

4) an exception to criterion 3 above was applied to Cochise, Graham, and Greenlee counties 

from the eastern edge of the modeled BTPD habitat east to the New Mexico border. 
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Figure 2.1.  Sampling frame of 2,361 grid cells each 2 mi by 2 mi in Arizona for black-tailed prairie dog 
sample survey, 2015. 

 

We detected and digitized two features on our sample of 477 units (Figure 2.2 and 2.3).  After checking 
on Google earth it appeared the feature detected in Cochise County was unlikely to be a BTPD colony.  
Figure 2.4 from Google Earth at very high resolution indicates a possible BTPD colony. 

There were 3 small “known” BTPD colonies in Pima County, Arizona (Figure 2.5).  Two of these colonies 
were in grid cells searched by our observers on 2013 NAIP images.  Neither of the colonies were 
detected by our observers. Total acreage of 3 known BTPD colonies and the potential colony was 34 
acres. 
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Figure 2.2. Sampling frame and selected grid cells in Graham County with one digitized potential black-
tailed prairie dog colony. 

 

Figure 2.3. Sampling frame and selected grid cells in Cochise County with one very small digitized feature 
judged to not be a potential black-tailed prairie dog colony. 
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Figure 2.4.  Digitized feature in Arizona.  The digitized polygon was shown on this Google Earth screen 
shot.  There appear to be burrow openings in the centers of mounds. 
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Figure 2.5.  Pima County, AZ, with locations of 3 known black-tailed prairie dog colonies. 
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BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT (BLM) 

 

The sample frames created for the 11 states in the Range-wide BTPD survey were intersected with 

existing federal lands managed by the Bureau of Land Management, according to the Surface 

Management Agency GIS dataset compiled and maintained by BLM and updated Jan 1, 2015. Once 

intersected, we computed the portion of each overlapping grid cell in the sample frame that was 

managed by the BLM. All cells in which over 0.1% of the grid cell’s area (1.28 acres) was BLM land were 

included in the BLM sample frame (Figure 2.6). 

After adjusting for false negatives (missed features) we estimated 31,209 acres of features (90% CI = 

[23,933; 43,221] with CV = 18.4%) on BLM managed lands (Part 1, Table 1.3).  We also estimated the 

acreage of features that were associated with BLM lands in the sense that the features overlapped 

totally or partly with BLM land.  We estimated 77,723 acres of features (90% CI = [60,373; 108,572], CV = 

18.3 %) to be associated with BLM managed lands consisting of an estimated 800 potential BTPD 

colonies (90% CI = [748; 882], CV = 8.2%) (Part 1, Table 1.5). 

There were 21,790 grid cells in the sampling frame for BLM managed lands, of which we searched 2,422 

cells.  Coefficients of variation for estimated acreage of potential BTPD colonies on BLM land and 

acreage associated with BLM land were about 18%.   
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Figure 2.6.  Sampling frame for BLM managed lands with 21,790 grid cells each 2 mi. by 2 mi and 
digitized potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies. 
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COLORADO 

 

We started with the shapefile of the overall range for BTPD in Colorado (Tina Jackson, Colorado Parks 
and Wildlife, personal communication, February 4, 2015) to develop a sampling frame consisting of grid 
cells that contained any portion of the overall range (Figure 2.7).  We digitized the perimeters of all 
features detected on 1,122 sampled grid cells selected from the universe of 11,101 cells in the sampling 
frame for Colorado (Figure 2.8).  We estimated a total of 532,251 acres of potential BTPD colonies in 
Colorado (90% CI = [454,519; 621,546], CV = 9.5%) (Part1, Table 1.2) and that a total of 5,793 features 
exist in the state (90% CI = [5,248; 6,361], CV = 5.9%) (Part 1, Table 1.4).  We estimated 1,372 features 
greater than 100 acres (90% CI = [1,181; 1,578], CV = 8.9%) and 190 greater than 500 acres in Colorado 
(90% CI = [127; 269], CV = 23%) (Part 1, Tables 1.6 and 1.7). 

 

 

Figure 2.7.  Sampling frame for Colorado with 11,101 grid cells each 2 mi. by 2 mi.  The 1,122 grid cells 
selected by the Balanced Acceptance Sampling (BAS) probabilistic sampling procedure were shown. 
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Figure 2.8.  Map of features digitized in a sample survey of grid cells in Colorado. 

We plotted the estimates of total number of features and acreage of features as a function of the  
sample size (Figures 2.9 and 2.10).  The estimated total acreage and number of features begins to 
converge to final estimates (horozontal line) at a sample size of about 1,000 (Figure 2.10).  Increasing 
the sample size to 1,100 grid cells did not change the estimated total number of features appreciably. 
The effect of detecting rare relatively large features on estimated total acreage of features was evident 
in Figure 2.9.  As the sample size was increased and a rare large feature detected, relatively large jumps 
occurred in the estimated total acreage.   

The estimated total acreage and number of colonies began to converge to final estimates at a sample 
size of about 1,000 grid cells yielding coefficients of variation of 9.5% for total acreage and 5.9 for total 
number of potential BTPD colonies with a sample of 1,122 cells.   

 

Figure 2.9.  Estimated acreage of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in Colorado as a function of 
the sample size. 
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Figure 2.10.  Estimated number of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in Colorado as a function of 
the sample size. 

GIS shapefiles and electronic maps will be made available to the State of Colorado with the digitized 
features in the state and in each county.  For example, figure 2.11 depicts the location of features 
detected and digitized in Pueblo County, CO. These maps were created with sufficient resolution to be 
viewed in detail on a computer monitor. 

 

Figure 2.11.  Digitized features on a sample survey of grid cells in Pueblo County, Colorado.  



Page 30 
 

KANSAS 

 

We used the shapefile of potential BTPD habitat provided by the Kansas Department of Wildlife and 
Parks (Matt Peek, personal communication, January 13, 2015) to develop a sampling frame consisting of 
grid cells that contained any portion of the overall range (Figure 2.12.  We digitized the perimeters of all 
features detected on 1,034 sampled grid cells selected from the universe of 12,785 cells in the sampling 
frame for Kansas (Figure 2.13).  We estimated a total of 154,775 acres of potential BTPD colonies in 
Kansas (90% CI = [102,084; 262,123], CV = 29.7%) (Part1, Table 1.2).  We estimated that a total of 2,553 
features exist in the state (90% CI = [2,141; 3,023], CV = 10.5%) (Part 1, Table 1.4).  We estimated 198 
features greater than 100 acres (90% CI = [111; 297], CV = 27%) and 25 greater than 500 acres in Kansas 
(90% CI = [12; 74], CV = 70%) (Part 1, Tables 1.6 and 1.7). 

 

 
Figure 2.12.  Sampling frame for Kansas with 12,785 grid cells each 2 mi. by 2 mi.  The 1,034 grid cells 
selected by the Balanced Acceptance Sampling (BAS) probabilistic sampling procedure were shown. 

 

 
Figure 2.13.  Map of features digitized in a sample survey of grid cells in Kansas. 
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We plotted the estimates of total acreage of features and the total number of features as functions of 
the BAS sample size (Figures 2.14 and 2.15).  The estimated number of features began to converge to 
final estimates at a sample size of about 800 (Figure 2.15).  Increasing the sample size to 1,100 grid cells 
did not change the estimated total number of features appreciably. The effect of detecting relatively 
large, but rare, features on estimated total acreage of features was evident in Figure 2.14.  As the 
sample size was increased and rare large features detected, relatively large jumps occurred in the 
estimated total acreage.   
 
The estimated total acreage was more variable (CV = 29.7%) than the estimated number of colonies (CV 
= 10.5%), because many cells had no features and one very large feature was detected.  However the 
averaged values began to converge to final estimates at a sample size of about 1,000 grid cells (Figures 
2.14 and 2.15).  

 

Figure 2.14.  Estimated acreage of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in Kansas as a function of 
the size of the probabilistic sample of cells.  One relatively large feature was detected at about the 390th 
cell, resulting in a relatively large increase in the estimated total acreage in Kansas. 
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Figure 2.15.  Estimated number of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in Kansas as a function of 
the  sample size.  The estimate begins to converge to final estimates at a sample size of about 800. 

GIS shapefiles and electronic maps will be made available to the State of Kansas with the digitized 

features in the state and in each county.  For example, figure 2.16, depicts the location of features 

detected and digitized in Logan County, KS. These maps were created with sufficient resolution to be 

viewed in detail on a computer monitor. 

 

 

Figure 2.16.  Digitized features on a sample survey of grid cells in Logan County, Kansas.   
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MONTANA 

 

We used the shapefile of potential BTPD habitat provided by the Montana Natural Heritage Program 

(Dave Ratz, personal communication, February 19, 2015) to develop a sampling frame consisting of 

16,302 grid cells that met the following criteria (Figure 2.17):  

1) the cell contained any portion of area within the BTPD range according to the layer provided 

by the Montana National Heritage Program, 

2) the cell had >50% of the land area within the grid cell designated as “Suitable Black-Tailed 

Prairie Dog Habitat” according to a predictive raster model provided by the Montana 

National Heritage Program (not shown), and  

3) the cell had  >50% of the land area within the grid cell situated at less than 5500 feet in 

elevation, using intersections with 1-arcsecond Digital Elevation Model layers from the 

National Elevation Dataset (USGS). 

We digitized the perimeters of all features detected on 1,318 sampled grid cells selected from the 
universe of 16,302 cells in the sampling frame for Montana (Figure 2.18).  We estimated a total of 
184,055 acres of potential BTPD colonies in Montana (90% CI = [166,219; 210,408], CV = 8.3%) (Part1, 
Table 1.2).  We estimated that a total of 4,006 features exist in the state (90% CI = [3,877; 4,188], CV = 
5%) (Part 1, Table 1.4).  We estimated 372 features greater than 100 acres (90% CI = [335; 434], CV = 
11.8%) and 7 greater than 500 acres in Montana (Part 1, Tables 1.6 and 1.7). 

 

 

Figure 2.17.  Sampling frame for Montana with 16,302 grid cells.  The 1,318 grid cells selected by the 
Balanced Acceptance Sampling (BAS) probabilistic sampling procedure was shown. 
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Figure 2.18.  Map of features digitized in a sample survey of grid cells in Montana. 

We plotted the estimates of total acreage of features and the total number of features as functions of 
the sample size (Figures 2.19 and 2.20).  The estimated acreage and number of features began to 
converge to final estimates at a sample size of about 1,000 (Figure 2.19 and 2.20).  Increasing the sample 
size to 1,318  grid cells yielded coefficients of variation less than 10%, values adequate for detecting 
important trends in long term monitoring projects. Estimates had adequate CVs of 8.3% and 5% for total 
acreage and number of features respectively at the sample size of 1,012.   

 

 

Figure 2.19.  Estimated acreage of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in Montana as a function of 
the  sample size.  Sample size of approximately 1,000 was required for the estimate of total acreage to 
begin to converge to final estimates. 
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Figure 2.20. Estimated number of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in Montana as a function of 
the  sample size. 

GIS shapefiles and electronic maps will be made available to the State of Montana with the digitized 

features in the state and in each county. For example, figure 2.21 depicts the location of features 

detected and digitized in Powder River County, MT. These maps were created with sufficient resolution 

to be viewed in detail on a computer monitor. 

 

Figure 2.21.  Digitized features on a sample survey of grid cells in Powder River County, Montana. 
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NEBRASKA 

 

We used the shapefile of potential BTPD habitat provided by the Nebraska Game and Parks Division 

(Mike Fritz, personal communication, April 30, 2015) to develop a sampling frame consisting of grid cells 

that contained any portion of area within the 54 county area of interest (Adams, Arthur, Banner, Blaine, 

Box Butte, Boyd, Brown, Buffalo, Chase, Cherry, Cheyenne, Clay, Custer, Dawes, Dawson, Deuel, Dundy, 

Franklin, Frontier, Furnas, Garden, Garfield, Gosper, Grant, Greeley, Hall, Harlan, Hayes, Hitchcock, Holt, 

Hooker, Howard, Kearney, Keith, Keya Paha, Kimball, Lincoln, Logan, Loup, McPherson, Morrill, Nuckolls, 

Perkins, Phelps, Red Willow, Rock, Scotts Bluff, Sheridan, Sherman, Sioux, Thomas, Valley, Webster, 

Wheeler; Figure 2.22). 

We digitized the perimeters of all features detected on 1,128 sampled grid cells selected from the 
universe of 13,960 cells in the sampling frame for Nebraska (Figure 2.23).  We estimated a total of 
89,208 acres of potential BTPD colonies in Nebraska (90% CI = [77,181; 107,481], CV = 10.7%) (Part1, 
Table 1.2).  We estimated that a total of 2,317 features exist in the state (90% CI = [2,222; 2,456], CV = 
5.9%) (Part 1, Table 1.4).  We estimated 188 features greater than 100 acres (90% CI = [151; 250], CV = 
21.5%) and 12 greater than 500 acres in Nebraska (90% CI = [12; 50], CV = 99%) (Part 1, Tables 1.6 and 
1.7). 

 

 

Figure 2.22.  Sampling frame for Nebraska with 13,960 grid cells each 2 mi. by 2 mi.  The 1,128 grid cells 
selected by the Balanced Acceptance Sampling (BAS) probabilistic sampling procedure were shown. 
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Figure 2.23.  Map of features digitized in a sample survey of grid cells in Nebraska. 

We plotted the estimates of total acreage of features and the total number of features as functions of 

the BAS sample size (Figures 2.24 and 2.25).  The estimated number of features began to converge to 

final estimates at a sample size of about 800 (Figure 2.25).  Increasing the sample size to 1,128 grid cells 

did not change the estimated total number of features appreciably. The effect of detecting relatively 

large, but rare, features on estimated total acreage of features was evident in figure 2.24. As the sample 

size was increased and rare large features detected, relatively large jumps occurred in the estimated 

total acreage. The estimated total acreage was more variable than the estimated total number of 

features; however it began converge to final estimates at a sample size of about 900 grid cells.  

Estimates had adequate CVs of 10.7% and 5.9% for total acreage and number of features respectively at 

the sample size of 1,128.   
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Figure 2.24.  Estimated acreage of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in Nebraska as a function of 
the  sample size.  One or more relatively large features were detected early in the sample. 

 

Figure 2.25.  Estimated number of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in Nebraska as a function of 
the  sample size. 

GIS shapefiles and electronic maps will be made available to the State of Nebraska with the digitized 

features in the state and in each county.  For example, figure 2.26 depicts the location of features 

detected and digitized in Morrill County, Nebraska. These maps were created with sufficient resolution 

to be viewed in detail on a computer monitor. 
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Figure 2.26.  Digitized features on a sample survey of grid cells in Morrill County, Nebraska. 

The Rainwater Basin Joint Venture (Grosse 2015) conducted a black-tail prairie dog colony inventory of 

Nebraska using 1-meter National Agriculture Imagery Program (NAIP, 2010) aerial imagery.  They 

estimated the extent of each colony by placing polygon vertices on the furthest visible burrows, the 

same method implemented in this report.  Burrows were then re-evaluated using 2013 sub-meter 

resolution imagery (Google earth images, 2013).   They estimated 97,438 acres of BTPD colonies across 

the state of Nebraska.  This estimate compares favorably with our estimate of 89,308 acres of features 

in Nebraska based on digitizing on a sample of cells on 1-meter resolution NAIP images taken in 2014.    
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NEW MEXICO 

 

We used the shapefile of potential BTPD habitat provided by Natural Heritage New Mexico (Teri 

Brotman Neville, personal communication, March 11, 2015) to develop a sampling frame consisting of 

grid cells that met the following criteria (Figure 2.27): 

1) the cell contained any portion of area within the “historic range for Black-Tailed Prairie 

Dogs” according to the layer provided by Natural Heritage New Mexico, and 

2) did not contain any portion of area with unavailable NAIP imagery  (imagery unavailable 

over area including and surrounding White Sands Missile Range). 

We digitized the perimeters of all features detected on 1,362 sampled grid cells selected from the 
universe of 16,852 cells in the sampling frame for New Mexico (Figure 2.28).  We estimated a total of 
124,098 acres of potential BTPD colonies in New Mexico (90% CI = [103,228; 155,709], CV = 13.5%) 
(Part1, Table 1.2).  We estimated that a total of 1,964 features exist in the state (90% CI = [1,856; 2,123], 
CV = 8.4%) (Part 1, Table 1.4).  We estimated 334 features greater than 100 acres (90% CI = [297; 409], 
CV = 14.1%) and 25 greater than 500 acres in New Mexico (90% CI = [25; 74], CV = 61%) (Part 1, Tables 
1.6 and 1.7). 

 

 

Figure 2.27.  Sampling frame for New Mexico with 16,852 grid cells each 2 mi. by 2 mi.  The 1,362 grid 
cells selected by the Balanced Acceptance Sampling (BAS) probabilistic sampling procedure were shown. 
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Figure 2.28.  Map of features digitized in a sample survey of grid cells in New Mexico. 

We plotted the estimates of total number of features and acreage of features as a function of the BAS 
sample size (Figures 2.29 and 2.30).  The estimated number of features began to converge to final 
estimates at a sample size of about 700 (Figure 2.30).  Increasing the sample size to 1,362 grid cells did 
not change the estimated total number of features appreciably. The effect of detecting rare relatively 
large features on estimated total acreage of features was evident in Figure 2.29.  As the sample size was 
increased and a rare large feature detected, relatively large jumps occurred in the estimated total 
acreage.  The estimated total acreage began to converge to final estimates at a sample size of about 
1,000 grid cells.  Estimates had adequate CVs of 13.5% and 8.4% for total acreage and number of 
features respectively at the sample size of 1, 362.   

 

Figure 2.29. Estimated acreage of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in New Mexico as a function 
of the  sample size. 
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Figure 2.30.  Estimated number of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in New Mexico as a 
function of the  sample size. 

GIS shapefiles and electronic maps will be made available to the State of New Mexico with the digitized 
features in the state and in each county.  For example, figure 2.31, depicts the location of features 
detected and digitized in Curry County, New Mexico. These maps were created with sufficient resolution 
to be viewed in detail on a computer monitor. 

 

Figure 2.31.  Digitized features on a sample survey of grid cells in Curry County, New Mexico. 
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NORTH DAKOTA 

 

We used the shapefile of potential BTPD habitat provided by the North Dakota Game and Fish 
Department (Patrick Isakson, personal communication, March 9, 2015) to develop a sampling frame 
consisting of grid cells that contained any portion of the overall range (Figure 2.32). 
 

We digitized the perimeters of all features detected on 1,012 sampled grid cells selected from the 
universe of 5,011 cells in the sampling frame for North Dakota (Figures 2.33).  We estimated a total of 
15,561 acres of potential BTPD colonies in North Dakota (90% CI = [9,578; 27,760], CV = 33.1% (Part 1, 
Table 1.2) and that a total of 299 features exist in the state (90% CI = [219; 394], CV = 17.7%) (Part 1, 
Table 1.4).  We estimated 30 features greater than 100 acres (90% CI = [15; 59], CV = 40.9%) and 5 
greater than 500 acres in North Dakota (90% CI = [5; 20], CV = 100%) (Part 1, Tables 1.6 and 1.7). 

 

 

Figure 2.32.  Sampling frame for North Dakota with 5,011 grid cells each 2 mi. by 2 mi.  The 1,012 grid 
cells selected by the Balanced Acceptance Sampling (BAS) probabilistic sampling procedure were shown. 
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Figure 2.33.  Map of features digitized in a sample survey of grid cells in North Dakota. 

We plotted the estimates of total number of features and acreage of features as a function of the BAS 
sample size (Figures 2.34 and 2.35).  The estimated number of features began to converge to the final 
estimate at a sample size of about 300 (Figure 2.35).  Increasing the sample size to 1,012 grid cells did 
not change the estimated total number of features appreciably. The effect of detecting rare relatively 
large features on estimated total acreage of features was evident in Figure 2.34.  As the sample size was 
increased and a rare large feature detected, relatively large jumps occurred in the estimated total 
acreage.  The estimated total acreage began to converge to final estimates at a sample size of about 
1,000 grid cells.  Estimates had CVs of 33.1% and 17.7% for total acreage and number of features 
respectively at the sample size of 1,012.  Estimates with CV greater than 30% were marginally adequate 
for detection of important trends in long term monitoring programs, indicating that the sample size 
should be increased in North Dakota. 

 

Figure 2.34. Estimated acreage of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in North Dakota as a 
function of the  sample size. 
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Figure 2.35.  Estimated number of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in North Dakota as a 
function of the  sample size. 

GIS shapefiles and electronic maps will be made available to the State of North Dakota with the digitized 
features in the state and in each county. For example, figure 2.36, depicts the location of features 
detected and digitized in Billings County, North Dakota. These maps were created with sufficient 
resolution to be viewed in detail on a computer monitor. 

 

Figure 2.36. Digitized features on a sample survey of grid cells in Billings County, North Dakota. 
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OKLAHOMA 

 

We used the shapefile of potential BTPD habitat provided by the Oklahoma Department of Wildlife 
Conservation (Kara M. Caricato-Michalke, personal communication, February 11, 2015) to develop a 
sampling frame that consisted of grid cells that contained any portion of the overall range (Figure 2.37).  
We digitized the perimeters of all features detected on 1,078 sampled grid cells selected from the 
universe of 8,888 cells in the sampling frame for Oklahoma (Figure 2.38).  We estimated a total of 
81,224 acres of potential BTPD colonies in Oklahoma (90% CI = [63,015; 107,187], CV = 16.3%) (Part 1, 
Table 1.2).  We estimated that a total of 1,816 features exist in the state (90% CI = [1,542; 2,115], CV = 
9.6%) (Part 1, Table 1.4).  We estimated 218 features greater than 100 acres (90% CI = [141; 305], CV = 
22.7%) and 3 greater than 500 acres in Oklahoma (Part 1, Tables 1.6 and 1.7). 

 

 

Figure 2.37.  Sampling frame for Oklahoma with 8,888 grid cells each 2 mi. by 2 mi.  The 1,078 grid cells 
selected by the Balanced Acceptance Sampling (BAS) probabilistic sampling procedure were shown. 
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Figure 2.38.  Map of features digitized in a sample survey of grid cells in Oklahoma. 

 
We plotted the estimates of total acreage of features and the total number of features as functions of 
the BAS sample size (Figures 2.39 and 2.40).  The estimated total acreage of features began to converge 
to final estimates at a sample size of about 500 (Figure 2.39).  Increasing the sample size to 1,078 grid 
cells did not change the estimated total acreage appreciably. The estimated total number of features 
was more variable than the estimated total acreage (Figure 2.40).  Estimates had adequate CVs of 16.3% 
and 9.6% for total acreage and number of features respectively at the sample size of 1,078.    

 
Figure 2.39.  Estimated acreage of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in Oklahoma as a function 
of the  sample size.   
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Figure 2.40.  Estimated number of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in Oklahoma as a function 
of the  sample size. 

 
GIS shapefiles and electronic maps will be made available to the State of Oklahoma with the digitized 

features in the state and in each county.  For example, figure 2.41, depicts the location of features 

detected and digitized in Texas County, Oklahoma. These maps were created with sufficient resolution 

to be viewed in detail on a computer monitor. 



Page 49 
 

  

Figure 2.41.  Digitized features on a sample survey of grid cells in Texas County, Oklahoma. 
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SOUTH DAKOTA 

 

We used the shapefile of potential BTPD habitat provided by the South Dakota Department of Game, 
Fish and Parks (Silka L. F. Kempema, personal communication, January 28, 2015) to develop a sampling 
frame that consisted of grid cells that contained any portion of the overall range (Figure 2.42).  We 
digitized the perimeters of all features detected on 1,230 sampled grid cells selected from the universe 
of 12,165 cells in the sampling frame for South Dakota (Figure 2.43).  We estimated a total of 224,145 
acres of potential BTPD colonies in South Dakota (90% CI = [187,303; 270,383], CV = 11.2%) (Part 1, 
Table 1.2) and that a total of 5,204 features exist in the state (90% CI = [4,693; 5,763], CV = 6.3 %) (Part 
1, Table 1.4).  We estimated 458 features greater than 100 acres (90% CI = [352; 577], CV = 14.9%) and 
20 greater than 500 acres in South Dakota (90% CI = [10; 59], CV = 71%) (Part 1, Tables 1.6 and 1.7). 

 

 

 
Figure 2.42.  Sampling frame for South Dakota with 12,165  grid cells each 2 mi. by 2 mi.  The 1,230 grid 
cells selected by the Balanced Acceptance Sampling (BAS) probabilistic sampling procedure were shown. 
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Figure 2.43.  Map of features digitized in a sample survey of grid cells in South Dakota. 

We plotted the estimates of total acreage of features and the total number of features as a function of 
the BAS sample size (Figures 2.44 and 2.45).  The estimated total acreage of features began to converge 
to final estimates at a sample size of about 700 (Figure 2.44). The estimated number of features began 
to converge to final estimates at a sample size of about 1100 (Figure 2.45).  Estimates had adequate CVs 
of 11.2% and 6.3% for total acreage and number of features respectively at the sample size of 1,230. 

 

Figure 2.44.  Estimated acreage of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in South Dakota as a 
function of the  sample size. 
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Figure 2.45.  Estimated number of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in South Dakota as a 
function of the  sample size.   

 
GIS shapefiles and electronic maps will be made available to the State of South Dakota with the digitized 
features in the state and in each county.  For example, figure 2.46, depicts the location of features 
detected and digitized in Oglala Lakota County (Shannon County), South Dakota. These maps were 
created with sufficient resolution to be viewed in detail on a computer monitor. 
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Figure 2.46.  Digitized features on a sample survey of grid cells in Oglala Lakota County (Shannon 
County), South Dakota. 

Analysis of Features Digitized by South Dakota Department of Game, Fish and Parks’ Personnel 

 

Employees of the South Dakota Department of Game, Fish and Parks independently digitized features 
on the same sample survey of 1,230 grid cells selected by the BAS probabilistic sampling procedure 
(Silka L. F. Kempema, personal communication).  Training and experience of observers differed; 
however, the primary difference in methods was that South Dakota employees attempted to digitize 
polygons that “followed the clip line.”  We analyzed the features digitized by the South Dakota 
Department of Game, Fish and Parks using the same analysis methods as used by WEST, Inc.  We 
adjusted for probability of detection (false negatives) using the average probability of detection curve 
for WEST observers.  The estimated acreage of potential BTPD colonies in South Dakota as a function of 
the sample size was plotted in Figure 2.47 where the estimated acreage converged to 285,318 acres.   
 
Our estimate of 224,145 acres (Figure 2.44) was 79% of the estimate that we derived using the shapefile 
provided by the South Dakota Department of Game, Fish and Parks (Figure 2.47).  The estimated 
acreage derived from the South Dakota effort was 21% larger than our estimate for two reasons.  First, 
the South Dakota observers detected and digitized many more small features than our observers.  The 
histogram in Figure 2.48 showed that South Dakota observers digitized more features of less than 20 
acres than WEST observers.  However, an enlarged Figure 2.49 of Oglala Lakota County (Shannon 
County) indicated that WEST observers also digitized features that were not detected by South Dakota 
observers.  Second, South Dakota observers digitized the outer most “clip line” of detected features 
resulting in larger acreages in each colony and a larger overall estimate. 
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Figure 2.47.  Estimated acreage of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in South Dakota as a 
function of the  sample size, based on features digitized by South Dakota Department of Game, Fish and 
Parks employees. 

 

 
Figure 2.48.  Frequency of features by size category digitized by: South Dakota observers and not 
detected by WEST observers, WEST observers and not detected by South Dakota observers, and overlap 
of the two sets of observers.  Frequencies were shown for features less than 100 acres in size. 
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Figure 2.49.  Digitized features on a sample survey of grid cells in Shannon County (recently renamed 
Oglala Lakota County), South Dakota by WEST observers and by South Dakota observers.   
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TEXAS 

 

We started with two shapefiles of potential BTPD habitat in Texas provided by the Texas Parks and 

Wildlife (Bob Gottfried, personal communication, Texas Natural Diversity Database Administrator, 

March 10, 2015).  We included grid cells in the sampling frame which met the following criteria (Figure 

2.50):  

1) cells contained any portion of area within the “Verified BTPD records within 7.5 minute quads” 

layer provided by Texas Parks and Wildlife (verified through 2008),  

2) cells contained any portion of area within the “Texas range of Black-tailed Prairie Dogs,” 

digitized from Figure 2 in the “Texas Black-tailed Prairie Dog Conservation and Management 

Plan,” prepared by the Texas Black-tailed Prairie Dog Working Group (2004),  

3) cells contained any portion of area within the “Estimated current (2002-2004) distribution of the 

black-tailed prairie dog in Texas,” digitized from Figure 4 in the article “Estimating  black-tailed  

prairie dog (Cynomys ludovicianus) distribution in Texas” (Singhurst, J.R., J.H. Young, G. Kerouae, 

and H.A. Whitlaw. 2010. Texas J. of Sci. 62: 243-262.),  

4) cells contained any portion of area within the “Estimated historical (pre-2000) distribution of the 

black-tailed prairie dog in Texas” from where it intersects the east border of Brewster County 

west to the New Mexico border, digitized from Figure 3 in the article “Estimating  black-tailed  

prairie dog (Cynomys ludovicianus) distribution in Texas” (Singhurst, J.R., J.H. Young, G. Kerouae, 

and H.A. Whitlaw. 2010. Texas J. of Sci. 62: 243-262.), 

5) cells did not contain any portion of area with unavailable NAIP imagery (imagery unavailable 

over a small area of Hudspeth County, and 

6) the southern boundary was “smoothed” to fill in jagged gaps between component layers as 

listed above. 

 

We digitized the perimeters of all features detected on 1,982 sampled grid cells selected from the 
universe of 24,539 cells in the sampling frame for Texas (Figure 2.51).  We estimated a total of 238,871 
acres of potential BTPD colonies in Texas (90% CI = [193,281; 304,826], CV = 14.2 %) (Part1, Table 1.2) 
and that a total of 2,353 features exist in the state (90% CI = [2,256; 2,496], CV = 6.2%)(Part 1,Table 1.4).  
We estimated 446 features greater than 100 acres (90% CI = [409; 508], CV = 10.9%) and 87 greater than 
500 acres in Texas (90% CI = [62; 124], CV = 28%) (Part 1, Tables 1.6 and 1.7). 

  



Page 57 
 

 

Figure 2.50.  Sampling frame for Texas with 24,539  grid cells each 2 mi. by 2 mi.  The 1,982 grid cells 
selected by the Balanced Acceptance Sampling (BAS) probabilistic sampling procedure were shown. 

 

Figure 2.51.  Map of features digitized in a sample survey of grid cells in Texas. 

We plotted the estimates of total number of features and acreage of features as a function of the 

sample size (Figures 2.52 and 2.53).  The estimated number of features began to converse to our final 

estimate at a sample size of 700 (Figure 2.53).  Increasing the sample size to 1100 grid cells did not 

change the estimated total number of features appreciably. The effect of detecting rare relatively large 

features on estimated total acreage of features was evident in Figure 2.52.  As the sample size was 

increased and a rare large feature detected, relatively large jumps occurred in the estimated total 
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acreage.  The estimated total acreage began to converge to final estimates at a sample size of about 

1,000 grid cells.  Estimates had adequate CVs of 14.2% and 6.2% for total acreage and number of 

features respectively at the sample size of 1,982. 

 

Figure 2.52.  Estimated acreage of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in Texas as a function of the  
sample size. 

 

 

Figure 2.53.  Estimated number of potential black-tailed prairie dog colonies in Texas as a function of the  
sample size. 
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GIS shapefiles and electronic maps will be made available to the State of Texas with the digitized 
features in the state and in each county.  For example, figure 2.54, depicts the location of features 
detected and digitized in Randall County, Texas. These maps were created with sufficient resolution to 
be viewed in detail on a computer monitor. 

 

 

Figure 2.54.  Digitized features on a sample survey of grid cells in Randall County, Texas.  
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WYOMING 

 

The sample frame consisted of 8,790 grid cells that met the following criteria: 1) identified as a Wyoming 

cell with >50% of the land area in Wyoming, 2) containing any portion of area within the 11 county area 

of interest (Campbell, Converse, Crook, Goshen, Johnson, Laramie, Natrona, Niobrara, Platte, Sheridan, 

and Weston Counties), and 3) having >50% of the land area within the grid cell situated at less than 2377 

meters (7,800 feet, NRCS 2004) in elevation, using intersections with 1-arcsecond Digital Elevation 

Model layers from the National Elevation Dataset (USGS). We surveyed a census of (2 mile by 2 mile) 

grid cells in the 11 county area in Wyoming (Figure 2.55).  Figure 2.55 also displayed the sample of 1,722 

gird cells, the results of which we reported as a “sample survey” in Part 1.  We digitized all features 

detected in all grid cells and corrected for less than 100% probability of detection, i.e., for missed 

features called “false negatives.”  

 

Figure 2.55. Sampling frame for the State of Wyoming showing 1,722 grid cells selected by Balanced 
Acceptance Sampling (BAS). 

 

Wyoming Black-tailed Prairie Dog Aerial and Ground Truthing Results 2015 

Aerial Surveys 

Aerial surveys were conducted from July 20 to August 4, 2015 at 400 features digitized on the census of 
grid cells ("targets").  The targets were selected from the population of digitized potential BTPD prairie 
dog colonies using a BAS sample to ensure spatial representativeness across the habitat in the state.  A 
probabilistic sample of 377 digitized features less than 1,000 acres was selected for aerial survey 
(n=377).  In addition 23 features greater than 1,000 acres were selected for aerial surveyed (n=23) from 
the set of 27 features present. Targets were visited and identified as either an active black-tailed prairie 
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dog colony, inactive black-tailed prairie dog colony, or null (not a black-tailed prairie dog colony) (Table 
2.1) . 

Table 2.1.  Classification of aerial surveyed features in Wyoming.   

Classification Features less than 1,000 acres Features greater than 1,000 acres 

Active BTPD1 colony 311 (82.5%) 16 (69.6%) 
Inactive BTPD1 colony 9 (2.4%) 0 
Null (not a BTPD1 colony 57 (15.1%) 7 (30.4%) 
Total 377 23 

 1 BTPD = black-tailed prairie dog 

Of the 23 large features (greater than 1,000 acres), 69.6% (n=16) were found to be active prairie dogs 
colonies and 30.4% (n=7) were found to not be prairie dog colonies. Of the 377 small features, 82.5% 
(n=311) were found to be active prairie dogs colonies, 2.4% (n=9) were found to be inactive prairie dog 
colonies and 15.1% (n=57) were found to not be prairie dog colonies. The targets that were found to not 
be prairie dog colonies were generally anthills (88%; n=59), ground squirrels (8%; n=5), or a combination 
of old holes and bare patches of dirt. 

Ground Surveys 

Ground surveys were conducted from August 6 to August 11, 2015 at 87 digitized prairie dog colonies 
("targets").  The ground truthing targets were selected from the 336 colonies visited by the aerial 
truthing and found to be prairie dog colonies (active or inactive).  The site selection was also limited to 
targets near a public road based on the TIGER dataset published in 2014 (2014 TIGER/Line Shapefiles 
(machine readable data files) / prepared by the U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). We visited the first 100 
targets that met these criteria following the BAS ranked order of grid cells. In addition, we visited 16 
colonies greater than 1,000 acres.  For the 116 colonies selected, 87 colonies were successfully accessed 
for ground truthing. 

Eighty four (84) colonies classified as active in the aerial surveys and 3 classified as inactive were 
selected and visited for ground truthing subject to the requirement that they were accessible from 
public roads.   Four of the colonies classified as active during aerial surveys did not have good access 
from roads and no mounds or live prairie dogs were detected.  Of the 83 colonies with good access, 
there was agreement with the classification made during aerial flights.   The 4 targets with no evidence 
of prairie dog colonies were found to have tall grasses present in the part of the feature that could be 
viewed from the ground.   

Potential BTPD colonies on all 8,790 grid cells in Wyoming 

In our census of grid cells, there was no “sampling error”; however, there was variance due to 
measurement errors, detection errors, and error in modeling the probability of detection.  We 
accounted for these non-sampling errors by bootstrap sampling the entire census of 8,790 grid cells 
without replacement, as if we were to backup time and repeat the entire census effort.  For each 
bootstrap sample we computed the estimated number and acreage of potential colonies corrected for 
false positives.  We estimated the confidence intervals by the percentile method and the standard errors 
by computing the standard deviations of the sets of bootstrapped values for number and acreage of 
potential colonies (Table 2.2).   
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Table 2.2. Estimated acreage of total potential colonies, adjusted for false negatives, in the census of 
grid cells in Wyoming black-tailed prairie dog habitat were reported.  Digitized potential colonies have 
been adjusted for false negatives and false positives. 

 Features < 1,000 acres Features >  1,000 acres Total 

 Acreage of Potential 
Colonies 

221,547 47,973 269,520 

90% Conf. Intervals [209,605; 240,131] [31,830; 70,762] [250,713; 300,125] 
Standard Error 15,021 11,795 9,303 
Coefficient Variation 6.8% 24.6% 3.5% 
=================== ================== ================ ========= 
Number of Potential 
Colonies  

3,015 26 3,041 

90% Conf. Intervals [2,881; 3,154] [18; 35] [2,905; 3,181] 
Standard Error 84 5 84 
Coefficient Variation 2.8% 19.2% 2.8% 

 

The sample survey of 1,722 grid cells from the total of 8,790 cells in Wyoming resulted in an estimate of 
3,158 potential BTPD colonies totaling 288,606 acres with CV = 12.9% (Part 1, Tables 1.2 and 1.4), which 
compared favorably to the census value of 269,520 acres.  

Active BTPD colonies on all 8,790 grid cells in Wyoming 

Each time we selected a bootstrap resample of the 8,790 grid cells, we selected a bootstrap resample of 
the aerially surveyed 377 features less than 1,000 acres and of the 23 features greater than 1,000 acres, 
to generate bootstrapped values for the estimates of the total number and acreage of active colonies in 
Wyoming.  We estimated the confidence intervals for number and acreage of active colonies by the 
percentile method and the standard errors by computing the standard deviations of the sets of 
bootstrapped values for number and acreage of potential colonies (Table 2.3) 

We stratified and estimated the acreage and number of features less than 1,000 acres and features 
greater than 1,000 acres in the census of grid cells in Wyoming.  Adjusting for less than 100% probability 
of detection, measurement errors and detection errors, we estimated 3,041 (90% CL = [2,905; 3,181], CV 
= 2.8%) potential BTPD colonies totaling 269,520 acres (90% CL = [250,713; 300,125], CV = 3.5%) in 
Wyoming (Table 2.2).   

We adjusted the number and acreage of estimated potential BTPD colonies based on the aerial survey of 
400 features.  We estimated 2,505 active BTPD colonies (90% CL = [2,356; 2,656], CV = 3.6%) in 
Wyoming totaling 216,166 acres (90% CL = [199,776; 242,419], CV = 4.1%) (Table 2.3). 

  



Page 63 
 

Table 2.3.  Estimated total numbers and acreage of active colonies in the census of grid cells in Wyoming 
black-tailed prairie dog habitat were reported.   

 Features < 1,000 acres Features >  1,000 acres Total 

Acreage of Active 
Colonies  

182,777 33,389 216,166 

90% Conf. Intervals [170,975; 199,936] [20,826; 52,051] [199,776; 242,419] 
Standard Error 13,107 9,584 8,798 
Coefficient Variation 7.2% 28.7% 4.1% 
=================== ================== ================ ========= 
Number of Active 
Colonies  

2,487 18 2,505 

90% Conf. Intervals [2,337; 2,637] [11; 26] [2,356; 2,656] 
Standard Error 91 5 90 
Coefficient Variaton 3.7% 27.8% 3.6% 

 

Electronic maps will be made available to the State of Wyoming with the digitized features in each 
county.  For example, figure 2.56, depicts the location of features detected and digitized in Sheridan 
County, Wyoming. These maps were created with sufficient resolution to be viewed in detail on a 
computer monitor. 
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DISCUSSION AND SUMMARY 
Our objective was to develop an economical long term sample survey monitoring procedure for 
assessment of current status and future trends in range-wide numbers and acreage of black-tailed 
prairie dog colonies.  The procedures included a sample survey of colonies on BLM managed lands and a 
census of black-tailed prairie dog habitat in Wyoming with aerial and ground surveys in Wyoming for 
“truthing” results.   The census of cell in Wyoming was to serve as a pilot for potential future census 
work in the other states and for BLM lands. 
 
Part 1 of the report contains the results of our sample surveys of 2 mile by 2 mile grid cells in each state, 
on BLM managed lands, and included a sample survey of cells in Wyoming that was compared to census 
results in Wyoming (Part 2).  We searched sampled cells and digitized polygons around “features” 
judged to be potential colonies on the newest National Agriculture Image Program (NAIP) images 
available in each state.  We adjusted our estimates for missed colonies (i.e., false negatives) by using 
two independent observers on a sample of grid cells and modeling the probability of detection of 
potential colonies.  Our range-wide estimate based strictly on the sample surveys was 29,467 potential 
colonies totaling 1,932,826 acres. We estimated a total of 4,234 potential colonies greater than 100 
acres in size and 419 greater than 500 acres in size.  
 
Precision of the estimates for the entire range-wide 11 state totals were excellent with coefficients of 
variation of 2.4% and 4.9% for total acreage and number of potential colonies, respectively.  The 90% 
confidence interval for acreage was [1,810,000 to 2,130,000 acres] and the 90% confidence interval for 
total number of potential colonies was [28,800 to 31,000 potential colonies] range-wide.   
 
Precision of the range-wide estimated number of potential colonies greater than 100 acres was also 
excellent with coefficient of variation = 4.6% (90% confidence interval [4,000 to 4,650 potential 
colonies]).  Precision of the range-wide estimated number of potential colonies greater than 500 acres in 
size was very good with coefficient of variation = 15% (90% confidence interval [349 to 544 potential 
colonies]).  Unfortunately, our methods and sample sizes did not provide reliable estimates of the 
numbers of relatively rare potential colonies greater than 1,000 acres or the number greater than 5,000 
acres, because detection of these large colonies within individual states were very rare events. 
 
We conducted a sample survey of grid cells from each state and for BLM lands.  The bottom line was 
that searching about 1,000 grid cells produced statistical estimates that were stable and precise 
(coefficients of variation < 15%) for number and acreage of potential colonies adjusted for missed 
features, except for Kansas and North Dakota.  In those cases, a large number of cells had no detected 
potential colonies with the occasional cells containing large acreage or numbers resulting in high 
variance relative to the other states.  We searched 1,078 cells in Oklahoma and 2,422 cells containing 
BLM lands and to achieve marginally acceptable coefficients of variation of 16% and 18%, respectively. 
  
The estimates of abundance and acreage of potential colonies were most likely biased underestimates 
of the population totals.  We base this conclusion on four observations.  First, WEST’s observers and 
South Dakota Department of Game, Fish and Parks’ observers independently searched the same sample 
of grid cells in South Dakota.  South Dakota’s observers also consulted maps of features from previous 
NAIP images and detected more small features than WEST observers did.  The estimated acreage 
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derived from South Dakota’s effort was 21% larger than the WEST estimate.  Second, our corrections for 
the proportion of small potential colonies missed depended on the assumption that each member of the 
team of independent observers obtained a random sample of features present, specifically a random 
sample of small features.  There were likely small features that were essentially invisible in the sense 
that they did not trigger the observer’s search image for a colony.  Third, the first author (McDonald) 
participated in the spring 2015 range-wide lesser prairie-chicken survey in Texas County, Oklahoma, 
flying in a helicopter at 25 meters elevation.  Groups of 3 to 5 mounds with live prairie dogs were 
observed.  Such “colonies” would be difficult to detect on NAIP one-meter resolution images.  Fourth, 
two of the small known colonies in Arizona were in the sampled cells.  We miss both of them.  We 
estimated that an individual WEST observer detected 70% to 80% of small features in each state and 
corrected for missing features; however, these estimated detection rates were likely too high for small 
features resulting in a biased underestimate of the total acreage and numbers of potential colonies.    
 
The first time that a long-term sample survey monitoring program is implemented, interest is primarily 
on accuracy and elimination of bias in survey methods.  If the program is repeated in the future using 
the same methods and biases on the same sampled units, interest switches to changes and trends in the 
population estimates.  We believe our sample survey estimates in Part 1 were biased underestimates of 
the numbers and acreage of potential colonies; however, if repeated with the same methods and 
training of observers, correct conclusions would be drawn regarding changes and trends in population 
statistics. 
 
There was interest not only in estimation of the total numbers and acreage of potential colonies 
present, but also the numbers and acreage of large potential colonies (e.g., colonies greater than 1,000 
acres and greater than 5,000 acres).  This introduced a major problem within the individual states, 
because large potential colonies were very rare.  The detection of even one 5,000 acre feature in, for 
example, Kansas increased the total estimated number and acreage of 5,000 acre features in Kansas by 
a multiplication factor of about 10, because we searched about 10% of the grid cells in Kansas.  That is, 
the estimated total number and acreage of all features greater than 5,000 in Kansas would jump by as 
much as 50,000 acres, depending on the statistical method used. 
  
We detected 4 potential colonies that were greater than 5,000 acres in size in the sample surveys of 11 
states.  We detected 42 potential colonies that were greater than 1,000 acres (including the 4 greater 
than 5,000 acres).  However, none of the centroids of the 5,000 acre potential colonies were in a 
sampled cell and several of the centroids of the 1,000 acre potential colonies were not in a sampled cell. 
Consequently, the centroid method would estimate no potential colonies greater than 5,000 acres exist 
in the 11 states when in fact we detected 4. The centroid method was not reliable for estimation of the 
number of these large potential colonies. 
 
Because of interest in acreage of large, rare potential colonies, this was the most difficult estimation 
problem that the first author (McDonald) had encountered in his practice of designing and analyzing 
environmental studies for rare events.  We judged that the state and range-wide estimates of numbers 
and acreage of features greater than 1,000 and greater than 5,000 acres were unreliable and we did not 
report them.  We reported estimates of the abundance of potential colonies greater than 100 acres and 
greater than 500 acres within each state.  The precision of the estimates of features greater than 100 
acres were in an acceptable range within the individual states, however the estimated numbers of 
potential colonies greater than 500 acres had coefficients of variation too large to be useful in some 
states.   
 



Page 66 
 

The sample survey results for number and acreage of potential colonies include “false positives,” i.e., 
some digitized features were not prairie dog colonies.  We searched all grid cells in Wyoming and 
corrected for false negatives using the same methods as in the other states.  We conducted aerial and 
ground surveys of digitized features and corrected our estimates for false positives to estimate the 
number and acreage of active colonies in Wyoming.  There was perfect agreement between aerial and 
ground surveys for classification of prairie cog colonies as active or inactive on colonies that had good 
access on the ground. 
 
The flagship for our pilot monitoring program was to be the census of grid cells in Wyoming with: 1) 
double sampling on a sample of cells to develop correction factors for false negatives, and 2) aerial and 
ground surveys to “truth” the results and correct for false positives.  Results of the census (Part 2) were 
compared to results of a sample survey (Part 1) and the estimates of potential colonies, corrected for 
false negatives, were very close.  Unfortunately, the latest NAIP images for Wyoming were from the 
early summer of 2012, taken during one of the worst droughts on record.  While it was possible to 
correct for missed potential colonies, the images were very poor quality with little vegetation to help 
detect potential colonies.  Correction factors from the aerial surveys were large.  In hindsight, we should 
have stopped work on the 2012 images, saved WAFWA and Wyoming’s funds and waited for 2015 
images.  Better products would have been obtained. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Recommendation.  Methods and training of observers should be standardized as much as possible in 
future sample or census surveys. If results of future surveys are to be compared to results in this report, 
methods and training of observers should be as consistent as possible with our methods and training. 
Training of observers should include “blind” observation of grid cells containing known small colonies to 
improve search images for small features. 
 
Recommendation.  Future sample surveys for monitoring long-term trends should use two independent 
observers on all cells in a sample of at least 1,000 grid cells from each state and from the cells containing 
BLM lands.  The probability that potential colonies will be missed by two independent observers was 
very small and the corrections for missed features were small providing robust estimates of statistics.   
 
Recommendation.  Sample sizes used in this pilot study were adequate except for Kansas, Oklahoma, 
North Dakota and BLM managed lands.  In those cases, simulation exercises using data from this study 
should be conducted to estimate sample sizes necessary to achieve coefficients of variation below 15%. 
 
Recommendation.  If the objective in future sample surveys is to detect statistically significant trends or 
abrupt changes as early as possible; then, the same probabilistic sample of grid cells should be searched.  
After sample surveys are conducted two or three times, WAFWA or state wildlife agencies might 
consider implementing rotating panel designs where some cells are dropped and new ones are added 
each time a survey is conducted. 
 
Recommendation.  Viewing features using very high resolution Google earth images should be 
implemented as an aid in judging whether a feature detected on NAIP images was a potential colony.  
Burrow openings were clearly detected using very high resolution 2013 and 2014 Google earth images 
of features judged to be active or inactive colonies during 2015 aerial surveys of features in Wyoming.  
Unfortunately, some mounds in ant colonies have a dark spot which can be confused with prairie dog 
burrow openings when viewed on Google earth in Wyoming. 
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Recommendation.  If aerial surveys are conducted to observe a sample of digitized potential colonies, 
the same sample of potential colonies should be searched by different observers using Google Earth 
without knowledge of the aerial results, i.e. searched “blind.”   Aerial and Google Earth search results 
should be compared to determine if “Google Earth truthing” can be substituted for “aerial truthing” in 
some states. 
 
Recommendation.  Implement aerial survey of a sample of digitized potential colonies regardless of 
sample survey or census of grid cells in a state.  Classify colonies as active, inactive or null (not black-
tailed prairie dogs) and estimate the number and acreage of colonies classified as active, regardless of 
whether the study is a census or sample survey of grid cells. 
 
Recommendation.  For study of trend in numbers of large potential colonies within the states use the 
number of potential colonies greater than 100 acres. The estimated number of potential colonies 
greater than 500 acres was a reliable statistic for study of trend in range-wide abundance.  
 
Recommendation.  Establish a baseline for long-term monitoring of abundance and acreage of potential 
colonies by searching all grid cells in a state one time.  After the first census wide survey for distribution 
of colonies and large features, increasing or decreasing trends can be based on sample survey results.  If 
a census of cells is conducted, a sample of at least 1,000 grid cells should be searched by two 
independent observers and the results reconciled to train observers, establish or “re-calibrate” search 
images on new NAIP images, and allow estimation of the probability that features will be missed by a 
single observer on the rest of the cells. 
 
Recommendation.  Include all potential colonies greater than 1,000 acres in aerial truthing exercises.  In 
our census of grid cells in Wyoming, we stratified the features into potential colonies less than 1,000 
acres and potential colonies greater than 1,000 acres.  We surveyed 23 of the 27 features greater than 
1000 acres from the air.  In retrospect, we should have flown to all 27, because survey of only 23 
introduced a small sample of 27 and relatively high variance into the procedures for estimation of the 
number and acreage of active colonies.   
 
Recommendation.  Future sample or census surveys using our methods should not be conducted on 
NAIP images collected during severe drought.   
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APPENDIX A 
 

Standard Operating Procedure: 

Digitizing potential black-tailed prairie colonies using NAIP imagery 

 

National Agriculture Imagery Program (NAIP) Images and Sampling Grid 

The study area consisted of the estimated current range for black-tailed prairie dogs (BTPD) as defined 
by the Wildlife Departments in the 11 states containing BTPD habitat (Figure C.1, repeated from Part 1). 
We clipped the latest NAIP imagery available for each state to the study area. For example, the 
estimated current range for BTPD covered the 12 most eastern counties in Wyoming. National 
Agriculture Imagery Program (NAIP) images were the choice for the study area because they were at 
least one square meter resolution, inexpensive, and were replicated on a three year or more often 
rotation.  

The digitizers used the latest version of ArcGIS (ArcMap10.2.2) to conduct the GIS work in this study. In 
order to keep a consistent geometry across the western United States, we chose to apply the 
continental projection. The USGS version of this projection, USA Contiguous Albers Equal Area Conic, 
sets the projection of the entire project.  

Using ArcMap, we generated an MXD file for digitizers to use as a template throughout the entire study 
area. In each state, we constructed a sampling frame that consisted of 2 mile by 2 mile grid cells to 
overlay the NAIP imagery.  Observers systematically searched selected cells to detect potential BTPD 
colonies, dubbed “features” for brevity. We created a smaller mini-grid system within each 2 by 2 mile 
grid cell. Each 2 by 2 mile cell contained 5 rows and 5 columns for a sum of 25 smaller cells for digitizers 
to search. The smaller grid system allowed full coverage of selected 2 by 2 mile cells and helped assure 
that no area was overlooked in selected grid cells. Observers viewed the cells of the mini-grid at a scale 
of approximately 1:4000.   
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Figure 1 (Part 1).  Study area for the range-wide monitoring of black-tailed prairie dogs using 
NAIP imagery.  Sample grid cells were selected by a probabilistic random procedure known as 
Balanced Acceptance Sampling (BAS).  
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Methods for Selection of a Sample of Grid Cells 

We ranked the grid cells in the study areas for each state by an equal probability sampling procedure 
known as Balanced Acceptance Sampling (BAS, Robertson et al. 2013). Cells selected by the BAS 
procedure represent a spatially balanced sample of grid cells such that any contiguous subset, when 
taken in order, was an equal probability sample of the target population.   

We digitized potential BTPD colonies that overlapped a sample of grid cells in each state.  Features were 
digitized by “connecting the dots”, i.e., connecting the outer most mounds and burrows in a potential 
colony.  Using two independent observers on a sub-sample of cells, we were able to model and estimate 
the probability that an observer will miss a potential colony of a given size (see Methods, Part 1).  All 
grid cells were selected with equal probability by following the rank order in the original BAS list for a 
state.  

Observer Training 

Possibly the most difficult aspect of training new observers was helping them to develop their search 
image of prairie dog colonies on NAIP imagery. In many of the areas searched by WEST, Inc., prairie dogs 
were likely to occur in the same areas as ants or ground squirrels and could easily blend in with the 
surrounding landscape. As ant colonies can be quite large, it was important that observers learn to 
distinguish between them. During training, prairie dog colonies were described as small, raised, white 
mounds in the landscape. The observers then learned to refine that general image with help from 
example images, other observers, contextual cues, and other imagery sources. 

As part of training, observers were required to participate in reconciliation of their independently 
digitized results with a partner. Observers were assigned the same cells as their partner, but they 
searched and digitized those cells independently. When completed, they met, compared polygons, and 
finalized how the feature would be digitized (see section, Double Sampling with Independent 
Observers).  

One important objective in reconciling results was to help observers develop “search images” for 
features by communicating why they decided to digitize or not digitize a feature as well as observe 
features others choose to digitize. By explaining their process, observers refined their search images. 
The objective was for observers to develop consistent and similar search images.  

Images of confirmed prairie dog colonies, ant colonies, and ground squirrel colonies were used in the 
training (see section, Images used in Training). Observers were given images to reference while 
conducting their searches. While prairie dog colonies vary in appearance, there were a few key features 
that observers checked for. Such features included mounds, burrow openings, trails between mounds, 
and a clip line in the surrounding vegetation. 

Digitizing in Kansas, South Dakota, Colorado, Oklahoma, North Dakota and Wyoming was completed 
using two observers and independent double sampling and reconciliation. After those states were 
completed and observers had obtained consistent search images, digitizing in Montana, Arizona, New 
Mexico, Texas, and Nebraska was completed using only single sampling. The survey on BLM managed 
lands was also completed using one observer. 

Double Sampling with Independent Observers 

Sub-samples of grid cells were selected and interpreted by two independent observers. The observers 
searched the same set of randomly generated cells and digitized “features” defined as potential prairie 
dog colonies. The observers searched each selected 2 mile by 2 mile cell starting in the northwest corner 
and worked their way to the southeast corner scanning the cells of the mini-grid one at a time. For 
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approximately half of the units that each team interpreted, one observer (1-A) was designated as the 
primary observer. For the other half of the units, the other observer (1-B) was designated as the primary 
observer.  

When an observer found a potential prairie dog colony, they digitized the feature perimeter at their 
discretion. Observers zoomed in and out depending on the area that they were in and the feature to be 
digitized. Digitizing was done at a scale no larger than 1:4,000, It was suggested to digitize features at a 
scale of 1:3,000 to achieve the most accurate values for acreage. The observers used a “connect the 
dots” method to connect the outermost burrows that could be identified on the NAIP imagery (Sidle et 
al. 2002). For some colonies, visible clip lines were observable to help identify the outer most burrows. 
However, in order to be consistent and to produce the most comparable results through time, digitizers 
were instructed to not digitize a colony perimeter by following the clip line.  

Original features digitized by an observer were recorded in an original shapefile and post-reconciliation 
features were recorded in a reconciliation shapefile. With these different sets of shapefiles, we were 
capable of comparing the sizes of original and reconciled features.  

Observers were instructed to digitize the entire perimeter of the potential colony that overlapped the 
assigned grid cell. Even in situations where the centroid of the polygon did not belong to the cell 
assigned, the observer still digitized the entire potential colony. The same protocol applied when an 
observer found a potential colony with a centroid that lies within another state in which they were not 
working in at the time.  

During the process of digitizing, observers within each team were also responsible for recording unique 
identification names for detected features in a spreadsheet and syncing information from those 
spreadsheets to the values in the attribute table for each of their shapefiles. After an observer digitized 
a potential colony, they recorded the appropriate values in the spreadsheet. In ArcMap, they also edited 
the attribute table for each feature that they digitized. The observer assigned a town ID to potential 
colonies when the centroid of that colony fell within an assigned cell. For example, if an observer found 
two potential colonies within the grid cell WY078456 and assigned each a town ID. They assigned the 
first colony the town ID of 1 and the second colony the town ID of 2. For each cell, the town ID reset and 
starts at 1 while the grid ID remains constant as a unique identifier for each of the 2 by 2 mile cells. 
Observers also recorded other data such as which observer found which colonies and which observer 
failed to find a given colony. Observers used the centroid finder function in the Arc toolbox to identify 
the unique cell containing the centroid of a feature.  

Positive and negative outcomes arose during the reconciliation period. The optimal scenario occurred 
when both observers found and digitized the same feature in an assigned cell or when they agreed that 
no features were present. If features were present, the primary observer placed the shapefiles into the 
MXD file.  Together, the two observers discussed each feature and made decisions about the size and 
shape of the potential colony in question. To obtain the “reconciled” feature, the primary observer re-
digitized the feature while the secondary observer was present. 

Another scenario occurred when one observer found and digitized a feature missed by the other team 
member. In this case, the observers discussed the feature in question and made the decision whether it 
was a potential colony or not. When observers decided it was a potential colony, the primary observer 
was responsible for “re-digitizing” the reconciled feature while the secondary observer was present. The 
observers deleted features they decided were not potential colonies. 
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Bureau of Land Management Survey 

In addition to the Wyoming and range-wide surveys, WEST, Inc. also conducted a survey of Bureau of 
Land Management (BLM) land in Arizona, Colorado, Montana, North Dakota, Nebraska, New Mexico, 
South Dakota, Texas, and Wyoming (see Methods, Part 1). Observers digitized features that intersected 
BLM managed land and continued to digitize the entire feature regardless of how far it expanded.  

 

Google Earth Use 

Google Earth was a useful tool for digitizers while they were searching and developing their search 
images. It was also helpful in resolving disagreements during reconciliation of survey results collected by 
two independent observers. 

Use of Google Earth remained an option for use when questionable features were detected on the NAIP 
images and observers were encouraged to use Google Earth imagery throughout the surveys. When an 
observer found a potential colony in NAIP imagery while digitizing, they could optionally look for the 
feature in Google Earth to confirm their decision to digitize the potential colony. With Google Earth, 
observers were usually able to zoom in on the questionable feature to look for distinct burrow openings, 
paths between burrows, and clip lines, which may not have been visible on NAIP imagery.  
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Images used in training 

 

 

Figure A1. In all surveys, observers used a combination of 2 x 2 mile grid cells (yellow) and smaller mini-
grid cells (red) to search for potential prairie dog colonies. Grid cells had unique identification names 
and were searched for features.  Digitized features were given unique names identifying the grid cell and 
features associated with the cell. Mini-grid cells were used for navigation within the grid cell and to help 
insure that all parts of the cell were searched. Observers digitized an entire prairie dog colony, even if it 
extended beyond their assigned grid cell.  
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Figure A2.  A digitized potential black-tailed prairie dog colony. Identifying mounds was difficult in this 
landscape. The observer was able to use the “connect-the-dots” method on this 2012 NAIP image in 
Wyoming. When using this method, the observer digitized the outline of the colony by connecting the 
outer most mounds, rather than following a clip line. Aerial truthing confirmed this feature to be a black-
tailed prairie dog colony.  
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Figure A3. Observers were able to confirm digitized colonies using Google Earth. The above image was 
the same colony as Fig. A2. Due to a much higher resolution, mounds, burrows, and trails between 
mounds were more frequently visible in Google Earth than in the 2012 NAIP imagery. 
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Figure A4. Though some small, white dots were visible on this 2012 NAIP image of Wyoming, 
there were no visible wear patterns or clip lines so it was judged that this was not a potential 
black-tailed prairie dog colony. 
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Figure A5.  This figure shows a small segment of the area in Figure A4 viewed in Google Earth. In 
this image, it was more apparent that paths between burrows and clip lines were not present. 
This feature was judged to be a colony of ants or a very old prairie dog colony.  Unfortunately, as 
was the case in this image, dark spots appear on Google Earth images of ant mounds and can be 
confused with black-tailed prairie dog burrow openings. 
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Figure A6.  Google Earth image of a large ant colony in central Wyoming.  Although dark spots 
were visible on the mounds, the mounds were judged to be too small for a black-tailed prairie 
dog colony and there was no other evidence of the presence prairie dogs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page 80 
 

 

Figure A7. In areas with developed land and rectangular property lines, prairie dog colonies can 
also take on rectangular shapes. The owner of this property in Kansas may allow black-tailed 
prairie dog to remain on selected areas.  
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Figure A8. In developed agricultural areas, ants will often colonize old cultivated fields and 
between pivot-irrigated fields. Though they had a similar appearance to prairie dog colonies, 
anthills often had much smaller mounds.  Unfortunately, anthills often have a dark spot on the 
mound when viewed using Google Earth. The above image was not included as a feature, as it 
was most likely an ant colony.  
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Figure A9. Roads often intersect prairie dog colonies and potentially split a large colony. 
Depending on the size of the colony, the type of road and how close the mounds were to the 
road, digitizers may break up the colony into smaller colonies. In this image, the observer 
digitized the mounds as one entire prairie dog colony. This was due to mounds present right up 
to the road and immediately on the other side which indicates that prairie dogs were moving 
across these roads. Large roads such as interstate highways were considered to be barriers to 
significant black-tailed prairie dog movement. 
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Figure A10. During training and independently digitizing features, observers compared their 
digitized features and reached an agreement on how the feature should be enclosed. When 
digitizer pairings were consistent with each other, only minor changes needed to be made. In 
the above images, the independently digitized features were shown on the left and the post-
reconciled feature on the right.  
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Figure A11. When observers were not consistent with each other, they needed to make 
modifications to their features to come to an agreement. While the observers digitized the same 
areas in this image, one drew it as a single feature while the other split it into separate ones. The 
post-reconciling image on the right reflects the decision to connect them into a single feature. 
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Figure A12. For this large potential colony in South Dakota, the presence of a prairie dog town 
was evident by the difference in vegetation color. Compared to the imagery available in 
Wyoming, South Dakota towns were easier to identify. Observers were required to keep in mind 
regional differences and drought conditions as they digitized.  
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Figure A13. A close up of an area in the previous image (Fig. A12). Mounds, burrows, and some 
trails were visible in Google Earth. This image was from a different date than the NAIP imagery. 
It was captured in September 2011 while the NAIP imagery was captured during the summer of 
2014. Such a difference in time can yield discrepancies in what was visible, but the images also 
often corroborated each other. In this example, because it was later in the season and it was 
drier, less vegetation was present. 
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Figure A14. While the protocol for observers was to draw the colony by connecting the 
outermost mounds, a clip line was useful in identifying a potential black-tailed prairie dog 
colony. Mounds, a wear pattern, and a clip line were visible in this image from South Dakota. 
Wear patterns were created by prairie dogs moving between burrows; often creating paths in 
between them and were often visible when using Google Earth. 
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Figure A15. Another regional difference that observers needed to be aware of was the presence 
of agricultural land. Hay bales, as in this image, looked like mounds but will often cast a shadow 
and follow systematic patterns.  
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Figure A16. Prairie dog colonies often had similar patterns such as a concentrated area of 
mounds near the center with more dispersed mounds in the surrounding area. The wear 
patterns and trails between mounds were more visible near the center in this Colorado image. 
Ant colonies did not exhibit this pattern. 
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Figure A17.  Odd, large shaped colonies often appear around areas of developed agricultural 
land. In this Colorado image, the observer digitized a feature that surrounds a smaller plot of 
farmland. These instances can occur due to land owners differences and whether or not they 
choose to remove prairie dogs from their land. 
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Figure A18. When digitizing, observers were instructed to connect the outermost mounds visible 
on the NAIP images, regardless of what might be visible using Google Earth.  



Page 92 
 

 

Figure A19. Drought and landscape made digitizing difficult in some areas. In this image, 
observers used their best judgement to determine where the outermost burrows were on the 
NAIP imagery.  Although observers were to digitize on the NAIP imagery, Google Earth helped 
determine the extent of the potential colony. 



Page 93 
 

 

Figure A20. Unusual features were sometimes encountered.  This feature was judged to be a 
potential black-tailed prairie dog colony, perhaps inhabited by black-footed ferrets with visible 
trenches.  
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Figure A21. This image shows a close-up in Google Earth of the potential black-footed ferret 
colony from the previous image, A20. Both images were from 2013. 
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Figure A22. While digitizing colonies near riparian areas or bodies of water, observers were 
instructed not to include areas in the feature that prairie dogs would not use. In this image, the 
observer digitized this relatively large feature although it included some riparian areas probably 
not used by black-tailed prairie dog.  To avoid over estimating the acreage of potential black-
tailed prairie dog colonies, several smaller or more convoluted features of approximately the 
same area could have been digitized. 



Page 96 
 

 

Figure A23. For difficult landscape features as here and in Figure A22, observers could consider 
splitting the colony into multiple parts. While prairie dogs may not feed or dig burrows in some 
parts of a feature, they may move across them. The above image contains a river and a ravine. 
Because the mounds go up to the feature and begin immediately again on the other side, the 
observer digitized this as a single colony. 
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Figure A24.  These two features overlapped BLM managed lands (green).  The sampled cell 
(beige) had two digitized features with the centroid of the top feature in the sampled cell while 
the centroid of the bottom left feature was in a neighboring cell.  The acreage on BLM land and 
in the sampled cell (blue) was averaged over sampled cells from the sampling frame for BLM 
land.  The top feature was counted as associated with BLM land because it overlaps BLM land 
and its centroid was in the sampled cell. 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Formozov-Malyshev-Pereleshin Analysis Methods 

 
Formozov-Malyshev-Pereleshin formula for the transecting method 

The Formozov-Malyshev-Pereleshin (FMP) formula estimates the probability P that a delineated feature 

boundary intersects with a grid-cell, or defined transect of interest based on simple probabilistic 

arguments (Stephens et al. 2006). Given a state containing T grid cells each 4 square miles in size and a 

total areal extent of TA 4 square miles, the process of digitizing features results in two spatially 

related datasets. The first was the BAS sampling grid, consisting of t cells with four sides of equal length 

l , each oriented in one of the cardinal directions. For example, for all t western transects, with length 

wl , the total length 
wL over all western sides was 

ww tlL  . 

The second spatial dataset contains the G digitized features. In practice, jK  line segments of length 

jkm form the closed border of each jth feature, where the number of segments in each feature may 

vary. The perimeter of the jth feature was of length jM  = jkk m , with jM  varying over the G

features. 

Suppose that one of the western transects of length 
wil  of the i th cell, and a feature segment of length 

jkm , were examined together. Given that all t cell transects were the same length 
wl , the use of the cell 

index i is unnecessary. Now, assuming the two segments intersect, they either cross or connect in a “V,” 

via their endpoints. Assuming the latter, the resulting parallelogram with sides of length 
wl  and jkm , 

with internal angles   and   , forms the largest possible area these two intersecting segments 

could form, of extent sinjkwml . This area, when compared to the total study area TA 4 , was then 

the maximum probability ),,,( kjiP  that the two segments
wl  and jkm  intersect. Specifically, let 

A

ml
kjiP

jkw 


sin
),,,(   

represent this angular-dependent probability. In reality, the angle  could vary, taking on any value 

between 0 and 2 , due to random orientation of the line segment jkm . Assuming that   was 

distributed uniformly on [0, 2 ], then the probability of intersection ),,( kjiP  of 
wl  and jkm , 

averaged over angle  , is 
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Now, sum over all t western borders of length 
wl  and all jK  constituent segments jkm , of the jth 

feature, to see that the probability jP  that the jth feature intersects any of the t western transects, 

equals 
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after recalling that the sum of all t western transects of length milelw 2  must equal 
wL . The 

probability jP  of intersection of the jth feature and the entire western transects, with total length ,wL  

was proportional to 
wL , the perimeter of the jth feature 

jM , and the total study area A . The total 

transect length associated with each cardinal direction was equal for all four directions, i.e., jP  was the 

same in all four cardinal directions. 

The study design suggests further simplification of jP ; recalling that each cell was 22 miles in size, and 

noting that ,ww tlL  TA 4  miles 2 , and that 
wl  = 2 miles, conclude that 
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Note that jP  represents the probability that the jth feature intersects the western transects in all t 

sampled cells only once.  

Given a probabilistic estimate, ,jP  that the jth feature, ,jb crosses at least one of the individual T  

western transects, an estimate of both the total number of features N  in the study region of area A, 

and total feature areal extent S , can be made via a Horvitz-Thompson estimator. The summation was 

over features, which cross the set of western transects. Consider the set of all western transects in a 

sample of the C grid cells. 

Define G to be the number of digitized features that intersect the set of all western transects in a sample 

of the t grid cells. Finally then, to estimate the total number of features 
wN , based on west-transect 

feature-extent crossings in a sample of grid cells, use a Horvitz-Thompson estimator to form 
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where the G  indicates the summation was over all features which intersect the western transects in a 

sample of the C grid cells.  

Similar calculations to estimate the total areal extent S suggest that 
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Intuitively, if the ratio of total number of grid cells (T) to the sampled number of grid cells (t) was 

increased by, for example, factor or 2 then jP will decrease by a factor of 2 and the number of features 

(G) intersecting the western transects will increase by 2.  In the long run,  
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will remain approximately the same. 

Finally, this process was then repeated for the other three directions, so as to obtain, for both N and S

, four directional estimates for each of the four cardinal directions. Sets of features with more of an 

east-west extent, rather than north-south, can expect to cross in higher numbers with respect to either 

the eastern or western transect, thus inflating 
eN  and 

wN  more readily than 
sN  and 

wN . The 

estimation with respect to the four cardinal directions thus provides a guard against any feature 

anisotropy, or preferential alignment of features to one direction over all others. Given the resulting 

four estimates for each of N  and S , we took the average over all four directions to obtain a final 

estimate for each, i.e., calculate 
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Hyperglycemia in acute aluminum
phosphide poisoning as a potential
prognostic factor
O Mehrpour1, S Alfred2, S Shadnia3, DE Keyler4, K Soltaninejad5, N Chalaki6 and M Sedaghat7

1Department of Forensic Medicine, Faculty of Medicine, Medical Sciences/University of Tehran, Tehran,
Iran; 2Department of Emergency Medicine, Royal Adelaide Hospital, Adelaide, Australia; 3Faculty of
Medicine and Toxicological Research Center, Loghman–Hakim Hospital Poison Center, Shaheed Beheshti
University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran; 4Department of Medicine, Division of Clinical Pharmacology,
Hennepin County Medical Center, Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA; 5Laboratory of Forensic Toxicology, Legal
Medicine Organization, Tehran, Iran; 6Faculty of Medicine, Birjand University of Medical Sciences, Birjand,
Iran; and 7Department of Community and Preventive Medicine, Faculty of Medicine, Medical Sciences/
University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran

Aluminum phosphide (AlP) is a solid fumigant widely
used in Iran as a grain preservative. When reacted with
water or acids, AIP produces phosphine gas, a mitochon-
drial poison that interferes with oxidative phosphoryla-
tion and protein synthesis. Poisoning by AIP is one of
the most important causes of fatal chemical toxicity in
Iran. There are few studies in the medical literature
addressing prognostic factors associated with AlP poison-
ing. In this prospective study conducted across a 14-
month period commencing on 21st March 2006, we
enrolled all patients admitted to the ICU of Loghman–
Hakim Hospital Poison Center (Tehran, Iran) with AIP
poisoning, no history of diabetes mellitus diagnosed
before hospitalization, and normal body mass index. We
recorded patient-specific demographic information, blood
glucose level on presentation (before treatment), arterial
blood gas (ABG) analysis, time elapsed between ingestion
and presentation, ingested dose, duration of intensive
care admission, and outcome data related to each presen-
tation. We enrolled the group of patients who survived the
intoxication as a control group and compared their blood
glucose levels with those who died because of AlP poison-
ing. Data were analyzed by Statistical Product and Ser-
vice Solutions (SPSS) software (Version 12; Chicago, Ili-
nois, USA) using logistic regression, Pearson correlation
coefficient and Student’s t-test. P values of 0.05 or less
were considered as the statistical significant levels.
Forty-five patients (21 women and 24 men) with acute
AlP poisoning were included in the study. The mean age

was 27.3 ± 11.5 years (range: 14–62 years). Thirteen
patients survived (29%) and 32 expired (71%). AlP poison-
ing followed deliberate ingestion in all patients. The time
elapsed between ingestion and arrival at the hospital was
3.2 ± 0.4 h. There was no significant difference between
survived and non-survived groups according to age, gen-
der, and time to treatment. However, the difference
between mean blood glucose levels in survived
(143.4 ± 13.7 mg/dL) and non-survived (222.6 ± 20 mg/dL)
cases was statistically significant (P = 0.021). There was
no significant correlation between blood glucose level
and time to treatment, age, gender, pH, HCO3 concentra-
tion, and ingested dose. Twenty-three (71.9%) of non-
survived and four (30.8%) of survived patients had a
blood glucose level greater than 140 mg/dL. After adjust-
ing according to age, gender, ingested dose, pH and HCO3
concentration The odds ratio for hyperglycemia as a risk
factor for death was 5.7 (CI of 1.4–23.4). In our study,
patients who succumbed to AIP poisoning had signifi-
cantly higher mean blood glucose levels than those who
survived. This correlation of hyperglycemic effect and
mortality suggests that it may be useful in guiding risk
assessment and treatment of AIP poisoning. Management
of hyperglycemia may have a useful role in treatment of
these patients by allowing increased entrance of glucose
into cells and reducing oxygen consumption.

Key words: aluminum phosphide; hyperglycemia; mortality

Introduction

Aluminum phosphide (AlP) is a commonly used
pesticide and is used as a fumigant in grain storage
facilities.1–3 In Iran, AlP is available as 3 g tablets;

each consists of 56% AlP (total 1680 mg) and 44%
ammonium carbonate. Following ingestion, AlP
reacts with water and hydrochloric acid in the stom-
ach, liberating phosphine (PH3) gas. Phosphine gas
is colorless, flammable, and highly toxic, with an
odor of garlic or decaying fish. Phosphine is a mito-
chondrial poison and interferes in enzyme and pro-
tein synthesis2,3 via mechanisms that are poorly
understood. Experimental studies show that
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interruption of mitochondrial oxidative phosphory-
lation may lead to multi-organ dysfunction, and
therapeutic strategies aiming to maintain enzyme
activity may help in managing patients who are
intoxicated with AlP.4 There has also been evidence
presented suggesting direct damage to blood vessels
and erythrocyte membranes.5

AlP is one of the most frequently reported acute
chemical poisonings in Asia.6,7 Human exposure to
AlP is rarely accidental and it often occurs following
ingestions with suicidal intent. It is cheap, easily
available in developing countries (e.g., India and
Iran), and highly toxic.8

Presenting features of AlP intoxication include
rapid onset of shock, severe metabolic acidosis, car-
diac arrhythmias, and adult respiratory distress syn-
drome (ARDS). Animal studies have shown that
phosphine causes fluctuations in glucose levels.9

AlP poisoning has been postulated to stimulate cor-
tisol, glucagon, and adrenaline secretion, or inhibit
insulin synthesis.10 Hyperglycemia in AlP poisoning
has been observed in the literature,1,10 but has not
previously been used in risk assessment.

AlP poisoning presents a spectrum of clinical and
laboratory findings, with scant historical data on fac-
tors predictive of prognosis. The aim of our present
study was to evaluate the effects of AlP poisoning on
blood glucose levels, and determine its potential
utility as a prognostic factor in AIP-poisoned
patients.

Methods

We designed a prospective case-control study to
include patients admitted with a history of single
agent AlP poisoning to the intensive care unit of
Loghman–Hakim hospital poison center (Tehran,
Iran) during a 14-month period commencing on
21st March, 2006. Forty-five patients with no history
of diabetes mellitus diagnosed before hospitaliza-
tion, and a normal body mass index (BMI) were
enrolled. Diagnosis was based on the information
provided by the patient or the patient’s family
about the agent involved in the exposure. Data
were recorded on a standardized form, and included
demographic information, blood glucose level at
presentation (before treatment), ingested dose, arte-
rial blood gas (ABG) results, time elapsed between
ingestion and presentation, length of stay in the
ICU (intensive care unit), and the clinical outcome.

Upon presentation to the emergency department,
all patients received gastrointestinal lavage with
potassium permanganate solution of 0.2 g/L, fol-
lowed by 50 g oral-activated charcoal, and a

NaHCO3 (7.5%) infusion based on ABG and pH.
All patients then received treatment in ICU guided
by the same protocol (oral coconut oil, magnesium
sulfate, calcium gluconate, adequate hydration). The
physicians and nursing staff delivering care were
common to all patients.

We enrolled the group of patients who survived
the intoxication as an internal control, and com-
pared their blood glucose levels with those who
died because of AlP poisoning as the test group.
Data were analyzed by SPSS software (Version 12;
Chicago, Illinois, USA) using logistic regression,
Pearson correlation coefficient and Student t-test. P
values ≤0.05 were considered as the statistically sig-
nificant levels.

Results

Forty-five patients (21 women and 24 men) with AlP
poisoning were included in the study. The mean age
was 27.3 ± 11.5 years (range: 14–62). Most patients
were in their second and third decade of life
(Table 1). Thirteen patients survived (29%) and 32
patients expired (71%). AlP poisoning followed
deliberate ingestion in all patients. 44.4% of patients
were poisoned with only one tablet of AlP, deliver-
ing 1680 mg AlP (Table 2). The interval time to treat-
ment between ingestion and arrival at the hospital in
survived and non-survived were 4.2 (±0.7) h and 2.8
(±0.3) h, respectively (Table 3).

There were no significant differences between
survived and non-survived groups according to
age, gender, and time to treatment (Table 3). All
patients required endotracheal intubation and
mechanical ventilation. Lengths of stay in the ICU
for survived and non-survived were 175.3 ± 3.5 h
and 15.6 ± 2.1 h, respectively (P = 0.01) (Table 3).
There was no significant correlation between blood
glucose level and time to treatment (r = 0.083)
(Figure 1), age (r = 0.078) (Figure 2), gender
(r = 0.05), or ingested dose (r = 0.05). Additionally,
there were no significant correlations between

Table 1 Distribution of age in patients with aluminum phosphide
poisoning

Age (year) Number Percent (%)

0–9 0 0
10–19 14 31
20–29 18 40
30–39 5 11
40–49 5 11
50–59 2 5
60–69 1 2
Total 45 100
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blood glucose level and blood HCO3 concentration
or pH (Figure 3). The mean blood glucose levels
in survived and expired patients were
143.4 ± 13.7 mg/dL and 222.6 ± 20 mg/dL, respec-
tively (Table 3), a difference that reached statistical
significance (P = 0.02). Twenty-three (72%) of non-
survived and 4 (31%) of survived patients had
blood glucose levels greater than 140 mg/dL. After
adjusting according to age, gender, ingested dose,
pH, and HCO3 concentration, the odds ratio for
hyperglycemia as a risk factor for death was 5.7 (CI
95% = 1.4–23.4).

Discussion

Phosphine poisoning following AlP ingestion devel-
ops rapidly and the majority of deaths occur within
the first 12–24 h, usually because of cardiovascular
dysfunction.2 Mortality rates in AlP poisoning
reportedly lie between 60% and 80%,11,12 figures
congruent with our experience in this case series.
AlP exposure to moisture liberates highly toxic
phosphine gas, the toxicity of which is related to
free radical generation and inhibition of metabolic
enzymes such as cytochrome-C oxidase.

AlP poisoning may lead to multi-organ dysfunc-
tion, and histopathological examination of tissues
in a rabbit AlP toxicity model showed profound
degenerative changes in liver, heart, and kidney.13

Animal studies on the effect of AlP on blood glucose
levels have shown fluctuations in glucose levels.9

Elevation, reduction, and lack of effect on blood glu-
cose levels have previously been observed10; how-
ever no attempts have been made to correlate these

observations with clinical toxicity or outcomes. Sig-
nificant rises in plasma cortisol levels, rennin activ-
ity, and mean serum and tissue magnesium and
phosphate levels have also been observed in some
studies.14–19 Chugh, et al. (1989) reported findings
of 50 cases that showed a significant rise in plasma
cortisol (>1048 nmol/L) in 40% of cases. Post-
mortem examination in 10 patients showed mild-
to-moderate adrenal cortex changes including con-
gestion, edema, and cellular infiltration.4 This
involvement of the adrenal axis provides a plausible

Table 2 Distribution of dose ingested among patients with
aluminum phosphide (AlP) poisoning (one tablet = 1680 mg AlP)

No. tablets ingested AlP ingested (mg) Patients (%)

0.25 420 2
0.33 554 2
0.5 840 13
1 1680 44
1.5 2520 2
2 3360 18
3 5040 9

Table 3 Distribution of age, gender, time interval between ingestion and admission to the hospital and blood glucose levels

Patient group Age (years) Gender Length of stay
in ICU (h)a

Blood glucose
(mg/dL)a

Elapsed time to
treatment (h)

Survived 24.2 (±8.8) 6 female, 7 male 175.3 (±3.5) 143.4 (±3.7) 2.8(±0.3)
Non-survived 28.5 (±12.3) 15 female, 17 male 15.6 (±2.1) 222.6 (±20) 4.2(±0.7)

Data are represented as mean ± SE.
aRepresents significant differences at P < 0.05 level.

Figure 1 Relationship of time to treatment with initial blood
glucose level (not significant).

Figure 2 Relationship of age with blood glucose level (not
significant).
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explanation for the historically observed derange-
ment of glucose homeostasis underpinning the cur-
rent study. In addition AlP poisoning has been
reported to be associated with acute pancreatitis
and hyperglycemia in some cases,20 suggesting that
the effect of AlP on the pancreas may have a role in
causing hyperglycemia in this setting. Furthermore,
studies of the intragastric administration of AlP in
rats showed significant decreases in adenosine tri-
phosphate (ATP), strongly suggesting that the effects
outlined above are significant enough to directly
impact metabolic energy production.

The results of our study suggest an increased
risk of death in those patients with glucose levels
greater than 140 mg/dL at Emergency Department
(ED) admission. Suggested mechanisms for this ele-
vation include impaired oxidative phosphorylation
and glucose utilization, or involvement of the adre-
nal axis or pancreas. It may be proposed that directly
addressing hyperglycemia by administering insulin
might result in improved glucose influx into the
cells, improved cellular metabolic function, and
increased ATP production. Potentially, this simple
intervention may prove beneficial in the manage-
ment of this devastating poisoning, and we are cur-
rently conducting an additional study to evaluate
this further. Novel therapies such as trimetazidin,
which switches myocyte metabolism, to glucose
from fatty acid, thus reducing oxygen consumption
may also have a potential therapeutic role.21

The influence of food relating to a last meal
ingested by our patients could not be accurately
assessed because of the acute illness of patients
due to their toxic condition, and the unreliability
of history from family members because of stress.
Thus, the effect of a last meal on blood glucose
level at the time of admission was not included in

our study. The lack of this information was not an
exclusion criterion for patient enrollment in the
study, and this is a limitation in our study. However,
the majority of patients had at least a 3 to 4-h delay
between ingestion of AlP and admission to the hos-
pital. During this period, no food was consumed
because of the acuteness of the poisoning.

Conclusion

Our study reported that non-survivors of AIP poi-
soning had a statistically significant tendency
towards hyperglycemia when compared with survi-
vors, suggesting that hyperglycemia may be used as
a marker of AlP poisoning severity and may be a
useful prognostic tool in evaluating and managing
this particular poisoning. Further study is required
to determine if interventions targeting hyperglyce-
mia may be of therapeutic value in the management
of AIP poisoning.
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In 2001–2002 the Colorado Division of Wildlife
(CDOW) conducted aerial surveys to estimate the
area of active black-tailed prairie dog (Cynomys
ludovicianus) colonies in Colorado (Colorado
Division of Wildlife [CDOW] 2003, White et al.
2005). Following techniques originally described
by Sidle et al. (2001), CDOW recorded intercepts of
burrow aggregations (hereafter colonies) along par-
allel transects in Colorado (CDOW 2003, White et
al. 2005). This data collection technique estimates
area occupied by prairie dogs across large areas
(Miller and Cully 2001, Sidle et al. 2001). Accuracy
of data collected, however, depends on the proto-
col used, observer rigor in following the protocol,
and observer ability to correctly identify and classi-
fy prairie dog colonies. In areas where sylvatic

plague (Yertsina pestus) or poisoning of prairie
dogs occurs, areas with unoccupied prairie dog
burrows usually persist for many years on all or a
portion of a formerly larger active area. Plague or
poisoning also may greatly reduce density of prairie
dogs. Both plague and poisoning are common in
Colorado (Cully and Williams 2001).

The survey protocol used in Colorado called for
classifying entire colonies as active even if prairie
dogs no longer lived on portions of the colony
(White et al. 2005). This protocol may overestimate
the area occupied by living prairie dogs. Errors also
may occur if observers incorrectly classify areas as
prairie dog colonies from the air or incorrectly clas-
sify portions of colonies as being active based on
diggings by other species. Ground inspections to
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Overestimation bias in estimate of black-tailed prairie dog
abundance in Colorado

By Sterling D. Miller, Richard P. Reading, Bill Haskins, and David Stern

Abstract White et al. (2005) estimated the area occupied by “active” colonies of black-tailed
prairie dog (Cynomys ludovicianus) in Colorado as 255,398 ha (95% CI of±9.5%) based
on data collected with aerial transect surveys during 2001–2002 by staff of the Colorado
Division of Wildlife (CDOW).  During 2004 we conducted on-the-ground examinations
of a sample of the colony intercept data used by White et al. (2005) and found evidence
of misclassifications that would yield significant overestimation bias.  We found that
25.4% of the total length of the colony intercepts we examined was incorrectly classified
as being a prairie dog colony (these segments had no prairie dog burrows of any age).  We
also found that 50.3% of the length of examined intercepts fell on currently inactive
colonies or portions of colonies (vacant burrows but no living prairie dogs) and only
24.3% fell on active prairie dog colonies with signs of living prairie dogs at our exami-
nations 2 years after the survey reported by White et al. (2005).  Further, in Bent and
Kiowa counties, where plague (Yertsina pestus) and poisoning were active, we examined
36.9 km of reported active prairie dog intercepts and subjectively classified only 1.6% as
active at normal-appearing prairie dog densities.  Our fieldwork demonstrated that the
estimate by White et al. (2005) was based on data with substantial errors as well as over-
estimation biases that will be repeated if protocols are not modified for future surveys.

Key words aerial surveys, bias, black-tailed prairie dogs, Colorado, Cynomys ludovicianus, popula-
tion estimation
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assess the extent of such errors can help identify
these sources of bias.

We conducted ground inspections in southeast-
ern Colorado during 2004, 2 years after the data
used by White et al. (2005) was collected in our
study areas to determine whether such problems
existed in the data used to estimate prairie dog
abundance in Colorado (CDOW 2003,White 2005).
Our studies represent a preliminary step toward
estimating the magnitude of the problems in the
estimate by White et al. (2005). We are aware of no
other ground survey work conducted to document
such problems in aerial transect surveys for prairie
dogs.

Methods and study area
White et al. (2005) describe the procedures fol-

lowed in the CDOW aerial survey flights. Biologists
flew low-elevation parallel transects in fixed-wing
aircraft and recorded coordinates where transects
entered and exited active prairie dog colonies. The
CDOW used a Global Positioning System (GPS) sep-
arate from the GPS used for aircraft navigation to
record colony intercepts. Colonies were classified
as active if a single prairie dog or active prairie dog
digging was observed. The protocol required that
biologists observe burrows on both sides of the air-
craft for an intercept to be recorded. White et al.
(2005) estimated area occupied by prairie dogs in
Colorado based on the proportion of transect lines
that intercepted colonies classified as active.

We conducted ground examinations of a sample
of the White et al. (2005) reported intercepts. The
CDOW provided the database with entry and exit
coordinates for all intercepts used by White et al.
(2005). In an effort to work cooperatively to refine
the methodology, we invited CDOW and G. White
to participate in all of our field surveys. We walked
the entire length of 18 of the 1,596 intercepts of
active prairie dog colonies reported in the CDOW
aerial survey database during June 27–July 2, 2004.
These 18 intercepts totaled 41.1 km or 3.9% of the
1,059.8 km total used by White et al. (2005) to
derive their estimate. We defined intercepts >395
m as “long,” and our sample included 4.7% of the
total length of 947 “long” intercepts reported by
CDOW. Our sample included 16 intercepts in
northern Bent County and 1 in adjacent Kiowa
County in southeastern Colorado. We concentrated
on this area because CDOW identified it as having
a “high density” of colonies based on the CDOW

aerial survey database (CDOW 2003). In Bent
County our sample included 20.5% of the 157.2 km
of long intercepts reported to occur. Our sample
also included 1 long intercept in Boulder County in
west-central Colorado. We selected intercepts to
examine because 1) they were long (defined as
>395 m); 2) we had access permission from
landowners (on private land) or grazing leasehold-
ers (on state-owned land); and 3), they were con-
centrated in the same geographic area (to minimize
commuting time and reduce the number of
landowners we had to contact). We focused our
efforts on long intercepts because White et al.
(2005) concluded that the statewide estimate was
robust to data errors for small intercepts.

We used Garmin etrex® (Garmin International
Inc.,Olathe,Kans.) GPS units to locate and navigate
along intercepts. To avoid coordinate entry errors,
we directly uploaded coordinates from the CDOW
database to our GPS units. Three people navigated
the entire length of each intercept and, to be con-
servative, we explored both sides of the intercept
to about 40 m. We classified a segment as active if,
within this band of approximately 80 meters, any
observer found evidence of current prairie dog
activity (animals, recent diggings, or fresh scat).
When we found colonies that had expanded
beyond the endpoints of reported intercepts, we
included this additional length. We classified seg-
ments of intercepts into 3 categories based on
activity type:

Active prairie dogs, based on observations of liv-
ing prairie dogs, some active digging by prairie
dogs, or fresh scat (similar to the CDOW protocol
but more inclusive because we also used the pres-
ence of fresh scat to identify activity);

Inactive prairie dog burrows (typically with
plugged openings,heavy webbing by spiders across
entrances, and no other signs of current activity,
such as fresh digging or scats);

No evidence of prairie dog burrows of
any age.

Probably as a consequence of plague or poison-
ing, many colonies with some prairie dog activity
had a large proportion of inactive burrows. We
made distinctions between active and inactive por-
tions of colonies; the CDOW protocol, in contrast,
classified as completely active all colonies wherein
any level of prairie dog activity was observed
(White et al. 2005). We also report subjective dis-
tinctions between areas that appeared to be active
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at normal densities and those that appeared to sup-
port very low densities of prairie dogs.

We incorporated and analyzed all data into a
Geographic Information System (GIS) using
Arc/INFO 7.2 and ArcView 3.2 (Environmental
Systems Research Institute, Redlands, Calif.). We
employed the same horizontal datum that CDOW
used to record intercept coordinates: WGS 84 (F.
Pusateri, CDOW, personal communication). This
datum also was recorded on the CDOW intercept
database for each county. When plotted, both
reported intercepts and waypoints we recorded
while walking the intercepts fell on the same line.
The CDOW protocol specified that the first tran-
sect in each county occurred on its north border.
Since our plotted intercepts also fell on the north

border of counties plotted using the WGS 84
datum, we were confident both we and CDOW
used the same datum.

In Bent, Kiowa, and Boulder counties, the CDOW
surveys occurred during 2002 (White et al. 2005).
The CDOW surveys occurred 2 years prior to our
2004 ground survey work in these same counties.

Results
We found no evidence of current prairie dog

activity on 75.7% of the total length of intercepts
we examined (Table 1). We classified 24.3% of the
length of intercepts we examined as having some
level of prairie dog activity (Table 1).

Intercept segments that showed no evidence of

Table 1.  Results of ground examinations conducted during 2004 of intercepts of “active” prairie dog colonies reported by
Colorado Division of Wildlife based on aerial surveys conducted during 2002 and used to estimate area occupied by active prairie
dog colonies by White et al. (2005).

Ground truthing results
Total length of segments by activity type (m)

CDOW Without any Total length
CDOW intercept reported intercept Size Currently only burrows of intercept
identifier (County) length (m) ranka Activeb inactive burrows (old or new) examined

B005 (Bent) d 5,788 1 1,722 4,137 0 5,859
B077 (Bent) 5,485 2 0 0 5,490 5,490
KC 95 (Kiowa) 4,587 4 229 3,734 809 4,772
B060 (Boulder) 4,238 6 3,639 268 329 4,236
B029 (Bent) 2,523 30 1,068 843 660 2,571
B026 (Bent) 2,347 40 815 1,534 0 2,349
B028 (Bent) 2,313 42 169 1,624 528 2,321
B040 (Bent) 2,216 46 466 965 803 2,234
B043 (Bent) 2,197 47 0 1,700 499 2,199
B020 (Bent) 2,093 53 0 1,818 274 2,092
B017 (Bent) 1,831 92 582 854 241 1,677
B038 (Bent) 1,387 140 0 1,373 49 1,422
B022 (Bent) 1,348 146 899 399 142 1,440
B016 (Bent) 664 542 0 532 152 684
B042 (Bent) 599 624 0 389 213 602
B017 (Bent) 518 729 194 128 183 505
B037 (Bent) 514 736 387 285 185 857 
B023 (Bent) 504 749 0 458 55 513
Totals 41,152 10,170 21,041 10,612 41,823
Percent 24.3 50.3 25.4 100

a Rank of intercept relative to all intercepts reported by CDOW in Colorado.
b Active using CDOW definition; most of this length had very low densities of prairie dogs (see text).
c Period these were inactive could not be objectively determined; many appeared to have become inactive subsequent to the

CDOW surveys 2–3 years earlier.
d Intercept B005 had almost no burrows north of the intercept line (on the Kiowa County side) but frequent, mostly inactive,

burrows south of the line.  The south value is included in the tabulation but 4,927 m of B005 (and 1,010 m on other transects)
were classified in the field as protocol violations because burrows did not occur on both sides of the transect.

e Apparent westward expansion in this colony since earlier CDOW survey.  Prairie dogs recently dead from sylvatic plague
found on this colony.
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prairie dog burrows (neither active, inactive, old or
new) constituted 25.4% (10.6 km) of the length of
examined intercepts (Table 1). The second-longest
intercept reported in the CDOW database (B077,
5.5 km long) contained no evidence of prairie dog
burrows on or within sight of its entire length
(Figure 1). This single intercept constituted 51.7%
of the total length of intercept segments with no
evidence of burrows in our sample (Table 1).

We found inactive burrows on 50.3% of the
length of examined intercepts (Table 1). We could
not determine when these burrows became inac-
tive. Conversations with landowners about recent
poisoning activity, direct observations of poisoning
during spring 2004, the appearance of the burrows,
and evidence of sylvatic plague indicated that some
currently inactive segments probably were active,
at some level, 2–3 years earlier when CDOW con-
ducted their surveys. Eleven of the 18 intercepts
we examined included both active and inactive seg-
ments (Table 1). Of the 28,223 m that CDOW
reported for these 11 intercepts, we found that
14,771 m (52.3%) intercepted inactive burrows in
2004 (Table 1).

We subjectively classified many segments of
intercepts as active only at very low densities
(58.5% of the length of segments with some activi-
ty). Only portions of the intercept in Boulder
County and one short segment (579 m of intercept

B022) of 17 intercepts we
examined in Kiowa and
Bent counties apparently
fell on healthy-appearing
prairie dog colonies. The
rest would have been clas-
sified as human-modified
following the protocol
used in Wyoming (<50%
active burrows; M.
Grenier, Wyoming Game
and Fish Department, per-
sonal. communication).
Overall, we classified
10.2% (41,152 m) of our
sample of intercepts as
active at normal densities.
In Kiowa and Bent coun-
ties, we classified 1.6% of
the length of examined
intercepts as having nor-
mal densities of prairie
dogs.

Discussion
Accurate estimates of abundance require unbi-

ased data. Our on-the-ground examination of aerial
survey intercepts used by White et al. (2005) to esti-
mate prairie dog abundance in Colorado found
errors that would overestimate prairie dog abun-
dance. The most clear-cut evidence of misclassifi-
cation error resulted when intercepts or intercept
segments were classified as active, but we found no
evidence of burrows, active or inactive, on or near
(>40 m) the reported intercept (25.4% of the total
length of the 18 intercepts we examined).

Incorrect inclusion of segments most frequently
resulted when the intercept included some seg-
ments with no burrows and other segments with
burrows. An example occurred on intercept KC 95.
This intercept incorrectly included 809 m (17% of
the reported intercept length) in an area with a
high water table and no prairie dog burrows
(Figure 2). The landowner confirmed that prairie
dogs never inhabited this area because of the high
water table. Prairie dog colonies did occur on high-
er ground both east and west of the segment in the
wet area; we observed no burrows north or south
of the wet area segment.

On the second-longest intercept reported in the
CDOW database (B077 at 5.5 km), we found no evi-

Figure 1.  Portion of a 2-km-long segment of intercept KC 95 that was recorded by Colorado
Division of Wildlife as intercepting 4.6 km of active prairie dog colony (Kiowa County, south-
eastern Colorado).  This segment had no evidence of prairie dog burrows, and the landowner
informed us that because of a high water table, prairie dogs never occurred in this segment.  There
were active prairie dog colonies of both ends of this reported intercept.  Photo by S. D. Miller.
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dence of current or former prairie dog activity any-
where along or within sight of the entire intercept
(Table 1). This intercept occurred on dry rolling
rangeland with no evidence of cultivation or other
activities that could obscure current or former
prairie dog burrows (Figure 1). On other nearby
transects in similar habitat that were poisoned and
“bladed” (mechanically treated to discourage recol-
onizaton) 2–3 years previously, the former burrows
remained obvious. In an area with more annual
rainfall (39.7 cm) in comparison to our area (31.2
cm), it took several years for revegetation of poi-
soned prairie dog burrows to be observed (Uresk
and Schenbeck 1987). We are confident that there
were no prairie dogs burrows on this very long
intercept 2 years earlier when the CDOW surveys
were conducted and that this intercept was erro-
neously recorded.

In contrast to the areas with no burrows, the
intercept segments we examined that had inactive
burrows (50.3% of the length of examined inter-
cepts) or very low densities of prairie dogs (58.5%
of the length of segments with some level of activ-
ity) may or may not represent errors in the CDOW
data. These intercept segments may have become
fully or largely inactive in the 2 years since CDOW
collected the aerial transect data. However, if the
activity status we found in 2004 also existed during
2002 or during future surveys, these inactive areas
would be misleadingly classified as active. This

demonstrated problems
with the protocols used
by CDOW. The CDOW
classified a whole colony
as active if any portion of
it included living prairie
dogs. We suspected, and
our data support, that in
areas where plague and
poisoning are common,
only portions of colonies
include burrows occu-
pied by living prairie dogs
while other portions
encompass only vacant
burrows. On the inter-
cepts we examined in
2004, the CDOW protocol
would have misleadingly
classified as “active” 57.5%
of the length of 9 inter-
cepts (25% of the total
length we examined)

because other portions of the colony were active
(Table 1).

The CDOW also classified areas as active if they
observed any evidence of prairie dogs, regardless of
how sparse the evidence was. We found that many
areas that included some level of activity supported
only very low densities of living prairie dogs, prob-
ably as a consequence of plague or poisoning. We
observed evidence of both plague and poisoning
during our fieldwork, and landowners told us of
ongoing poisoning efforts. Improving the defini-
tion of “active” may be especially important on the
long intercepts that White et al. (2005) concluded
were most important to the accuracy of their esti-
mate because small colonies may be more likely to
be either completely eliminated or unaffected by
plague or poisoning. We suggest that aerial surveys
using line intercept techniques to estimate prairie
dog abundance in areas where plague or poisoning
occurs should differentiate between active and
inactive segments within a colony.

Further, we recommend a more ecologically
meaningful definition of what constitutes an active
colony. A colony sparsely inhabited by prairie dogs
likely does not fulfill its ecological function (Kotliar
2000, Miller and Reading 2005). We do not believe
meaningful estimates of prairie dog abundance are
possible if intercepts many kilometers long include
large areas with only inactive burrows. The
Wyoming Game and Fish Department currently

Figure 2.  Reported prairie dog colony intercept B077 in Bent County, southeastern Colorado.
On this dry rangeland site, we found no evidence of prairie dog burrows anywhere along or
near this reported 5.5-km intercept of an active prairie dog colony.  B077 was the second
longest reported intercept in the data used by White et al. (2004) to estimate abundance of
black-tailed prairie dogs in eastern Colorado.  Photo by S.D. Miller.
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classifies colonies as “healthy” only if >50% of the
colony shows signs of living prairie dogs and as
“human-modified” if <50% shows such signs (M.
Grenier,Wyoming Game and Fish Department, per-
sonal communication). All colonies in our study
and most colonies in Wyoming clearly were either
much more or much less than this 50% threshold,
so this classification was not difficult to make (M.
Grenier, Wyoming Game and Fish Department,
unpublished data). We recommend such an
approach for future surveys using aerial transect
techniques for prairie dogs.

Because we did not examine a random sample of
the CDOW-reported intercepts,we can not derive a
corrected estimate for prairie dog abundance in
Colorado. Based on qualitative surveys of addition-
al intercepts in the CDOW database we conducted
elsewhere in Colorado, however, we suspect the
problems we report here were widespread. At
places where reported intercepts crossed roads,we
examined portions of an additional 7 long inter-
cepts reported in Bent, Otero, and Crowley
Counties. We found approximately 5% of the por-
tions of these intercepts we could observe current-
ly were active during spring 2004. We made these
observations from roads because we lacked per-
mission from landowners to walk along the report-
ed intercepts.

In addition to classification errors (Table 1), we
found instances where CDOW included portions of
intercepts that violated CDOW protocol requiring
the presence of burrows on both sides of the tran-
sect line (White et al. 2005). The most clear-cut
example occurred on intercept B005 (at 5.8 km,the
longest intercept in the CDOW database). This
intercept ran along a conspicuous fence on Bent
County’s north border, rendering it impossible to
for observers in aircraft to mistake the correct loca-
tion of the transect line. We found no prairie dog
burrows (active or inactive) along 84% of the north
side of this intercept.

The CDOW criticized our work because we only
examined intercepts reported in the CDOW data-
base used by White et al. (2005) and did not survey
areas where new colonies might have formed dur-
ing the 2–3 year period between the CDOW sur-
veys and our studies (T. Remington, CDOW, person-
al communication). Since we examined only long
intercepts and make no effort to provide a correct-
ed statewide estimate, we believe this criticism has
no merit. New, large colonies cannot appear quick-
ly on the landscape because prairie dogs reproduce

relatively slowly (Hoogland 2001) and White et al.
(2005) acknowledged that most of the power of
their estimate derives from the long intercepts.
Where we found prairie dogs had expanded
beyond the endpoints of reported intercepts, we
included this additional intercept length (Table 1).
During a 2-year period, we believe expansion of
existing large colonies is more likely than establish-
ment of new large colonies.

White et al. (2005) suggested that the similarity
between their estimate of prairie dog occupancy in
Colorado (1.9%) and that reported for Wyoming
supports the accuracy of their analysis. We find no
basis for assuming that different states should con-
tain similar proportions of habitat occupied by
prairie dogs. Estimates of percent occupancy in
both Colorado and Wyoming, for example,were dis-
similar to Montana (<0.2%, Luce 2003). In South
Dakota, a state without plague, prairie dogs occupy
0.7% of available habitat on nontribal lands (South
Dakota Department of Game, Fish and Parks,
unpublished prairie dog management plan).

White et al. (2005) claimed to find a visual pat-
tern that supported their claim that the large
colonies they reported were largely active:“Almost
all of the large intersections (the 1 exception being
a 4.2 km intersection in Boulder County) occurred
in parallel lines.” However, we did not find this pat-
tern in an objective analysis of the adjacent inter-
cepts (adjacent defined as intercepts within 4 km).
We found no intercepts of comparable length to
the north or south of the longest CDOW intercepts
(n=9 intercepts >4.0 km with a cumulative length
=42.2 km). The mean length of adjacent intercepts
(n=18) was 1.4 km (total length=25.6 km). No
adjacent intercept was longer than 3.4 km. Our
subjective examination of plotted long intercepts
also failed to confirm the pattern claimed by White
et al. (2005). The longest intercept in the CDOW
database (B005 in Bent County,Table 1), for exam-
ple, was conspicuous by its isolation from other
long intercepts.

White et al. (2005) also asserted that observer
fatigue would result in missed colonies or activity,
leading to an underestimation bias. We agree that
fatigue might cause observers to miss small
colonies, but White et al. (2005) acknowledged that
their estimate was robust to errors in the number
and size of small colonies. We doubt that even tired
CDOW biologists and pilots would miss large
colonies. Observer fatigue, however, may explain
some of errors we found where areas with no bur-
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rows were mistakenly reported as active intercepts.
We appreciate that CDOW provided us with

their database so we could conduct our studies.
Our work could have been completed within a year
of the original surveys if these data were provided
when first requested. We continue to hope that
CDOW will work cooperatively to assess the accu-
racy of future surveys. In response to correspon-
dence documenting our findings and concerns,
CDOW said, “…none of these potential problems,
even if they occurred, [would] alter the final esti-
mate significantly” (T. Remington, CDOW, personal
communication). This response indicates that
CDOW rejected our concerns and findings even
though they reported no effort to evaluate the
accuracy of their data. Since our data indicate data
collection problems occurred that would alter the
final estimate significantly, we believe it was neces-
sary to report our findings.

We believe credible estimates of prairie dog
abundance in Colorado cannot be made using the
aerial survey technique reported by White et al.
(2005) until the issues we identified are addressed.
During future surveys some of the problems and
errors we found could be avoided or quantified by
conducting replicate surveys in selected counties
or using ground examinations of reported inter-
cepts. The misclassification errors and protocol vio-
lations we found likely would have been detected if
CDOW had conducted independent, replicate sur-
veys using different observers. Knowledge that
such re-surveys would be conducted also might
encourage observers to be more rigorous in apply-
ing established protocols. Problems associated
with not differentiating between inactive and por-
tions of colonies and with classifying low-density
activity as equivalent to normal activity, however,
will not be resolved until survey protocols are mod-
ified.
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Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Status and
Future Conservation Planning

Daniel W. Mulhern1
 and Craig J. Knowles2

Abstract.-The black-tailed prairie dog is one of five prairie dog
species estimated to have once occupied up to 100 million ha
or more in North America. The area occupied by black-tailed
prairie dogs has declined to approximately 2% of its former
range. Conversion of habitat to other land uses and widespread
prairie dog eradication efforts combined with sylvatic plague,
Yersinia pestis, have caused significant reductions. Although,
the species itself is not in imminent jeopardy of extinction, its
unique ecosystem is jeopardized by continuing fragmentation
and isolation.

INTRODUCTION

The black-tailed prairie dog, Cynomys ludovicianus
Ord, is the most widespread and abundant of five
species of prairie dog in North America. Two species,
the Utah prairie dog, C. parvidens J.A. Allen and the
Mexican prairie dog, C. mexicanus, are currently listed
as threatened and endangered, respectively, under
the Endangered Species Act of 1973. The two other
widespread species are the white-tailed prairie dog,
C. leucurus Merriam and the Gunnison’s prairie dog,
C. gunnisoni Baird.

The black-tailed prairie dog is native to the short
and midgrass prairies of North America. Its historic
range stretches from southern Canada to northern
Mexico and includes portions of Arizona, Colorado,
Kansas, Montana, Nebraska, New Mexico, North
Dakota, Oklahoma, South Dakota, Texas, and Wyo-
ming (Hall and Kelson 1959). The eastern boundary
of prairie dog range is approximately the western
edge of the zone of tallgrass prairie, from which
prairie dogs are ecologically excluded. The western
boundary of this species is roughly the Rocky Moun-
tains. Its range is contiguous with, but generally does
not overlap, ranges of other prairie dog species.

1
Fish & Wildlife Biologist, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,

Manhattan, KS.
2FaunaWest Wildlife Consultants, Boulder, MT.

With the exception of Arizona, from which it has
been extirpated, the species still occurs in all the states
(including Canada and Mexico) within its historic
range. Yet, widespread reductions have occurred in
population numbers and occupied areas throughout
this broad range. Historic evidence suggests that the
total area occupied by all species of prairie dogs may
have declined by as much as 98% during the first half
of this century (Miller et al. 1994).

We sent letters of inquiry to state and federal
conservation and land management agencies and
consulted published reports. This information was
augmented by telephone interviews with individu-
als knowledgeable about prairie dog management.
The area surveyed included all states within the
original range of the black-tailed prairie dog. Al-
though responses were received from all states and
agencies queried, the quality of survey information
varied. Therefore, this report is a picture of prairie
dogs in the mid-1980s rather than an accurate assess-
ment of 1995 populations.

Prairie dog abundance and distribution is prob-
ably better documented at present than at any previ-
ous time due to improved mapping techniques and
greater interest in prairie dogs by land management
agencies. Yet, prairie dog occupied acreage can still
only be grossly estimated. A primary factor contribut-
ing to this uncertainty is that much of the mapping
effort is temporally distributed over a decade or more
and there is no method available to assess prairie dog
abundance over a broad area within a short span of
time. Typically, prairie dog populations change sub-
stantially within a few years due to the threats dis-
cussed below and to climatic factors and prairie dog
reproductive ecology. Another factor contributing to
errors in determining prairie dog abundance is a lack
of information from private and state lands.
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THREATS TO THE PRAIRIE DOG

A number of causes have been identified or pro-
posed to account for the reductions in the acreage
occupied by black-tailed and other prairie dog spe-
cies. We believe that four areas of threat warrant
further discussion: 1) loss of habitat due to conver-
sion of prairie to other land uses; 2) intentional poi-
soning or other eradication or control efforts, prima-
rily prompted by the livestock industry; 3) shooting
for recreation or as a control effort; and 4) sylvatic
plague, Yersinia pestis.

Clark (1979) reported that in some years prairie dogs
were intentionally poisoned on more than 8 million
ha in the United States. During the early 1980s, 185,600
ha of prairie dogs were eradicated on the Pine Ridge
Indian Reservation in South Dakota (Hanson 1988;
Sharps 1988). In 1986 and 1987, a South Dakota black-
tailed prairie dog complex of 110,000 ha was de-
stroyed, eliminating the largest remaining complex
in the United States (Tschetter 1988).

LOSS OF PRAIRIE

Prairie dominated by blue grama, Bouteloua graci-
lis (H.B.K.) Lag. ex Griffiths, and buffalograss, Buchloe
dactylides (Nutt.) Engelm., possibly due to its rela-
tively flat topography, is among the first grassland
converted to.agriculture (Dinsmore 1983). As a result,
Graul (1980) noted that as much as 45% of this prairie
type has been lost to other land uses. Reductions in all
shortgrass and midgrass prairies is expected to be
similar or possibly greater in some midgrass regions
where precipitation may be more suitable for agricul-
ture. Although National Grassland acreage in the
northcentral region of the Forest Service represents
only about 5% of that agency’s land base, it also
represents the majority of the native prairie remain-
ing in this region of North and South Dakota (Knowles
and Knowles 1994).

Virtually every federal land management agency
has been involved in this effort. The U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service used compound 1080 until its ban in
1972. In 1976, this agency approved the use of zinc
phosphide as a prairie dog control agent, hoping to
avoid secondary poisoning of nontarget species while
maintaining its prairie dog poisoning program. It is
estimated that permitting activities by both the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency and the Animal and
Plant Health Inspection Service account for the an-
nual poisoning of 80,000 ha of prairie dogs in the
United States (Captive Breeding Specialist Group
1992). Much of this effort occurs on federally-owned
and managed land, despite the fact that less than 5%
of the United States beef weight is produced on these
lands (United States General Accounting Office 1988).
Most poisoning on federal land is due to private land
concerns, not necessarily federal forage concerns.

Currently, with the exception of some areas of the
northwestern portion of the black-tailed prairie dog’s
range, conversion of prairie to agricultural cropland
has lessened. This is because much of the arable land
is already in cultivation or has been converted to non-
native grasses for forage. Municipal and industrial
development probably account for most of the present
losses to native prairies in the United States. While
these losses are minor compared with those that
occurred during settlement of this country, they con-
tinue to reduce habitat availability for prairie dogs
and other species.

The legal designation indicating the regulatory
status of the black-tailed prairie dog varies among the
10 states in which it still occurs. In four states the
species is designated a legal agricultural pest, with
some level of either state or local mandatory controls
in effect. This includes statewide legislation mandat-
ing control of prairie dogs in Wyoming. In Colorado,
Kansas, and South Dakota, state legislation allows
counties or townships to mandate controls on land-
owners. In 1995, Nebraska repealed their long-stand-
ing legislation that mandated statewide control,
thereby joining the states of Montana, New Mexico,
North Dakota, Oklahoma, and Texas, where control
is not mandatory but assistance may be provided to
landowners who believe they have a prairie dog
population problem that requires control.

ERADICATION OR CONTROL EFFORTS PRAIRIE DOG SHOOTING

Eradication efforts have been carried out against
prairie dogs on a very large scale, affecting several
million ha of land (Anderson et al. 1986; Bell 1921).

Shooting of prairie dogs, either for recreation or
to reduce or control their numbers, is widespread
across the range of all species in the United States.
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The impact this activity has on overall populations
remains unclear, but preliminary monitoring results
by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) in Mon-
tana indicate that some level of shooting might im-
pact the growth and expansion of prairie dog colo-
nies (Reading et al. 1989). Fox and Knowles (1995)
suggested that persistent unregulated shooting over
a broad area of the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation
in Montana might have significantly influenced prai-
rie dog populations. However, they further con-
cluded that it would require approximately one rec-
reational day of shooting for every 6 ha of prairie dogs
to result in such an impact. This level of shooting
pressure is unlikely over the hundreds of thousands
of ha of currently occupied range.

SYLVATIC PLAGUE

Prairie dogs have coexisted with a variety of
predators for many centuries on the plains and have
adapted means of persisting in spite of this preda-
tion. However, a more recent threat has arrived to

which the prairie dog has no adaptive protection. A
flea-borne bacterium, the sylvatic plague, was intro-
duced into North America just before the turn of the
century. First discovered in black-tailed prairie dogs
in Texas in the 1940s (Cully 1989), small rodents such
as prairie dogs apparently have no natural immunity
to the plague, which now occurs virtually through-
out the range of the black-tailed prairie dog.

The impacts of plague are more adverse than just
the killing of many individuals. The plague persists in
a colony resulting in a longer population recovery
time than is common in colonies that have been
poisoned (figure 1). Four years following impact,
plague-killed colonies on the Rocky Mountain Arse-
nal National Wildlife Refuge had recovered to only
40%, while poisoned colonies had recovered to over
90% (Knowles 1986). Knowles and Knowles (1994)
suggested that prairie dogs have survived the intro-
duction of this disease simply due to their large,
highly dispersed populations. Further reductions in
these populations could make prairie dogs much
more susceptible to local or regional extirpations due
to the plague.
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Figure 1. Comparison of prairie dog population recovery at the Rocky Mountain
Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge following plague and at two colonies
following control with zinc phosphlde (Knowles 1986).
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HISTORIC AND CURRENT STATUS Table 1. Historic (pre-1920) and recent (post-1980) estimates of
total area (ha) occupied by black-tailed prairie dogs in the
United States.

Rangewide State Historic Recent % Chancre

Seton (1929) estimated that in the early part of this
century, there may have been 5 billion prairie dogs in
North America. Around that time, prairie dog colo-
nies were estimated to occupy 40 million to 100
million ha of prairie in North America, but by 1960
this area was reduced to approximately 600,000 ha
(Anderson et al. 1986; Marsh 1984). These estimates
result in the often-cited figure of a 98% decline in
population among the five species of prairie dog. So,
while the black-tailed prairie dog still occurs in all but
one of the states in its historic range, significant
reductions in its total colony area have taken place
rangewide.

AZ
c o
KS
MT
NE
NM2
ND
OK
SD
TX

11

2,833,000
810,000
595,000

extirpated -100

4,838,460
85,000

711,000
23,000,000

18,845 -98
35,545 -94
24,415 11

201,220 -96
8,500 -90
3,850 11

100,000 -86
12,145 -99.9
82,590 -75

United 40,000,000 to
States 100.000.000

550,000 -98 to -99

1 Reliable data unavailable for analysis.
2Includesblack-tailed and Gunnison 'ss prairie dogs.

PRAIRIE DOG STATUS IN EACH STATE

Current status information was solicited from
state and federal agencies and from tribal authorities
in all eleven states in the historic range of the black-
tailed prairie dog (table 1). The following summary
provides updated status and population data for
those states.

Arizona
The Arizona Game and Fish Department (Duane

L. Shroufe, Director, in litt. 1995) confirms that the
black-tailed prairie dog, in the form of the Arizona
subspecies C. ludovicianus arizonensis, is extirpated
from the state. However, it still occurs nearby in
Mexico and New Mexico. Arizona still supports
populations of Gunnison’s prairie dogs.

than 810 ha of prairie dogs (FWS, in litt.). The Rocky
Mountain Arsenal NWR (FWS, in litt.) prairie dog
population declined from 1,850 ha to 100 ha between
1988 and 1989, due to plague. Burnett (1918) esti-
mated that three combined species of prairie dog
occupied 5,665,720 ha in Colorado in the early 1900s.
Based on geographic distribution of black-tailed,
white-tailed, and Gunnison’s prairie dogs in the state,
it may be assumed that black-tailed prairie dogs
accounted for approximately half this figure. There is
no reliable estimate of the total area occupied by
black-tailed prairie dogs statewide at this time.

Kansas

Colorado
On the Comanche and Pawnee National Grass-

lands, the Forest Service (in litt.) currently estimates
a total of 2,455 ha of active prairie dogs, compared
with 910 ha from 1978 to 1980 (Schenbeck 1982). This
represents more than a doubling in area, but also
represents only 0.5% of the area available on these
public lands. Bent’s Old Fort National Historic Site
contains 325 ha of black-tailed prairie dogs (NPS, in
litt.). Fort Carson and surrounding private lands
contain approximately 1,620 ha, Pinyon Canyon less

The National Park Service (in litt.) reports ap-
proximately 16 ha of prairie dogs at the Fort Larned
National Historic Site. On the Cimarron National
Grassland, the Forest Service (in litt.) currently esti-
mates 440 ha of active prairie dog colonies compared
with 20 ha estimated from 1978 to 1980 (Schenbeck
1982). This represents more than a twenty-fold in-
crease on this 44,000-ha area, yet still only 1% of the
total area of the Grassland. Both Lee and Henderson
(1988) and Powell and Robe1 (1994) reported that
selected counties had reductions of 84% since the
beginning of the century (Lantz 1903, cited in Lee and
Henderson 1988). A survey completed in 1992



(Vanderfoof et al. 1994) estimates 18,845 ha of prairie
dogs in Kansas, just over 2% of the 810,000 ha esti-
mated by Lantz (1903) some 90 years ago.

Montana
Flath and Clark (1986) estimated that black-tailed

prairie dogs occupied 595,000 ha of land in Montana
from 1908 to 1914. Estimated prairie dog occupied
area by the early 1980s had declined to 50,600 ha
(Flath and Clark 1986) and subsequent estimates
show further declines in prairie dogs (40,500 ha,
Campbell 1986; 35,545 ha, FaunaWest Wildlife Con-
sultants 1995). This most recent estimate indicates a
statewide reduction in occupied area of approxi-
mately 94% since the early 1900s.

Nebraska
On the Oglala National Grassland and Nebraska

National Forest, the Forest Service (in litt.) currently
estimates 105 ha of active prairie dog colonies, com-
pared with 145 ha estimated from 1978 to 1980
(Schenbeck 1982). Current estimates represent 1.4%
of land available. In 1973, prairie dog occupied area in
Nebraska was estimated at 6,075 ha (Lock 1973). By
1982, this figure had increased to an estimated 32,400
ha (Frank Andelt, Nebraska Game and Parks Com-
mission, cited in FaunaWest Wildlife Consultants
1995). By 1989, prairie dogs statewide occupied ap-
proximately 24,415 ha (Kevin Church, Nebraska Game
and Parks Commission, in litt.). Plague and increased
eradication efforts, resulting from state legislation
mandating prairie dog control, have reduced this
figure significantly since the 1980s, with less than
0.22% of the Nebraska landscape currently occupied
by the species (FaunaWest Wildlife Consultants 1995).
Historic estimates are unavailable.

New Mexico
The BLM (in litt.) reports that prairie dogs may be

extirpated from several sites, with only 140 ha re-
maining on BLM land in the state. The White Sands
Missile Range (Department of Army, in litt.) contains
just over 300 ha of prairie dogs. Around 1919 the area
in New Mexico occupied by prairie dogs, both
Gunnison’s and black-tailed (including C. l.
arizonensis), was approximately 4,838,460 ha, but was
estimated to have been reduced to 201,220 ha by 1980

(Hubbards and Schmitt 1984). This is a 96% reduc-
tion. Hubbards and Schmitt (1984) further estimated
that the range of the black-tailed prairie dog in New
Mexico has been reduced by one-fourth, primarily
from the range of arizonensis.

North Dakota
Theodore Roosevelt National Park reportedly

contains less than 360 ha of prairie dogs (NPS, in litt.),
approximately 1% of the total Park land area. There
are believed to be currently 2,690 ha of prairie dogs on
the 660,435 ha of Custer National Forest in North and
South Dakota (Forest Service, in litt.). This represents
0.4% prairie dog occupancy of these lands. The Forest
management plan calls for an occupancy level at or
around 2,225 ha. The North Dakota Game and Fish
Department (in litt.) reports approximately 8,300 ha
of prairie dogs statewide, which may be a reduction
of 90% or more from historic levels. In 1992, only six
complexes of over 400 ha were identified.

Oklahoma
The Department of the Army (in litt.) has no

current estimate of prairie dog areas on Fort Sill, but
report that they have declined markedly in the past
10 years. Shackford et al. (1990) reported a statewide
estimate of 3,850 ha in 1967, increasing by 93% to
7,440 ha in 1989.

South Dakota
On the Buffalo Gap and Fort Pierre National

Grasslands, the Forest Service (in litt.) estimates 3,025
ha of active prairie dog colonies and an additional
2,600 ha of colonies are subject to periodic rodenti-
cide treatments. This compares to 17,600 ha esti-
mated from 1978 to 1980 (Schenbeck1982). The 500,285
ha Black Hills National Forest and Custer and Elk
Mountain Ranger Districts currently support 53 ha of
prairie dogs. In the early 1920s there may have been
711,000 ha of prairie dogs statewide (FaunaWest
Wildlife Consultants 1995). The South Dakota Ani-
mal Damage Control office currently estimates 80,000
to 100,000 ha of active prairie dog colonies in the state;
the Bureau of Indian Affairs estimates 65,000 ha of
these on tribal lands (Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe, in
litt.). These estimates suggest at least an 86% decline
in prairie dog occupied area across the state. Bad-



lands and Wind Cave National Parks currently con-
tain 1,660 and 3,085 ha of prairie dogs, respectively
(NPS, in litt.). These numbers represent 2 and 4 %
respectively, of the area available on these public
lands.

Texas
There were an estimated 31,385 ha of prairie dogs

in northwest Texas in 1973 (Cheatham 1973). In 1991,
there were at least 12,145 ha of prairie dogs estimated
in Texas (Peggy Horner, Texas Parks and Wildlife, in
litt.). Comparing this with a statewide historic esti-
mate of 23,000,000 ha (Merriam 1902) results in a
decline of over 99% in this century.

Wyoming
On Thunder Basin National Grassland, the For-

est Service (in litt.) currently estimates 1,500 ha of
active prairie dog colonies, with an additional 4,900
ha subject to periodic rodenticide treatment. Colony
area for the period 1978 to 1980 was reported to be
2,550 ha (Schenbeck 1982). These numbers represent
0.6% of this 231,500 ha public grassland area. Devil’s
Tower National Monument contains approximately
16 ha of black-tailed prairie dogs (NPS, in litt.); 3% of
the area available. Black-tailed prairie dogs in Wyo-
ming may have increased in abundance near the turn
of the century as a result of sheep and cattle grazing,
with an estimated 53,650 ha by 1971 (Clark 1973).
However, Campbell and Clark (1981) estimated a
75% reduction in prairie dog occupied areas since
1915. Current estimates indicate between 53,000 and
82,590 ha statewide (Wyoming Game and Fish De-
partment, cited in FaunaWest Wildlife Consultants
1995).

SUMMARY OF PRAIRIE DOG
STATUS IN EACH STATE

FaunaWest Wildlife Consultants (1995) attempted
to estimate the amount of land area within the range
of the black-tailed prairie dog that is currently occu-
pied by the species. They included seven Great Plains
states in their analysis and concluded that the states
have less than a 1% occupancy of land surface within
the species’ range. The states included in this assess-
ment and the percent of prairie dog occupancy within
available area are Colorado (0.35%), Kansas (0.14%),

Montana (0.17%), Nebraska (0.22%), North Dakota
(0.17%), South Dakota (0.80%), and Wyoming (0.60 to
0.88%).

While these individual state accounts do not rep-
resent an exhaustive rangewide status review, they
unfortunately provide the best information avail-
able. Significant reductions in occupied area have
and continue to occur throughout the species’ range;
losses in some places exceeded 95%. Although the
species still occurs in all but one state in its historic
range, the eastern boundary of this distribution may
be receding to the west. Figures indicate that there
may be more than 550,000 ha of occupied black-tailed
prairie dog range remaining in the United States,
which is consistent with the estimate of 600,000 ha
(Marsh 1984) cited previously. Over half the known
prairie dog acreage in the central and northern Great
Plains occurs on private land, almost 30% is on Indian
reservations, and about 6% each occurs on Forest
Service and Bureau of Land Management property
(figure 2, FaunaWest Wildlife Consultants 1995).
Neither Park Service nor Fish and Wildlife Service
lands support significant acreage of any prairie dog
species.

There is a need to develop a standardized survey
technique for assessing prairie dog status. Presently,
two methods are commonly employed and both
involve mapping of individual prairie dog colonies
either by ground reconnaissance or from aerial photo
interpretation. Both methods are time consuming
and expensive, making it unreasonable to expect a
survey of over 500,000 ha of prairie dog colonies on
the Great Plains within a short time period. Prairie
dog colonies represent clumped patches on a broad
landscape and there already exist nonmapping tech-
niques that might be capable of statistical sampling of
this distribution (Marcum and Loftsgaarden 1980). A
statistical approach to monitoring prairie dog colony
acreage may be a more appropriate technique than
trying to map all prairie dog colonies.

PRAIRIE DOGS AND LIVESTOCK

Efforts to eradicate the prairie dog by the live-
stock and agricultural industry have existed for most
of this century. Merriam (1902) estimated that prairie
dogs caused a 50 to 75% reduction in range produc-
tivity. Taylor and Loftfield (1924) concluded that the
prairie dog is”one of the most injurious rodents of the
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Figure 2. Distribution of black-tailed prairie dog colonies by land ownership in seven states in the northern
and central Great Plains.

southwest and plains regions,” and results in “the
removal of vegetation in its entirety from the vicin-
ity.” Reports such as these were largely responsible
for the escalating effort by range managers on the
Great Plains to eradicate the prairie dog.

The conflict between the livestock industry and
the prairie dog will likely not end easily or quickly,
despite reports that prairie dog foraging does not
significantly affect weight gain of cattle (O"Meilia et
al. 1982; Hansen and Gold 1977). Others have re-
ported the beneficial effects of prairie dogs on long-
term range condition, including increased plant spe-
cies diversity, richness, and overall plant production
in prairie dog colonies (Archer et al. 1987; Uresk and
Bjugstad 1983; Bonham and Lerwick 1976; Gold 1976).
Uresk (1985) demonstrated that up to four years
following prairie dog control, plant production was
not increased whether the range was grazed or
ungrazed by cattle.

Conversely, Hanson and Gold (1977) reported
dietary overlap between cattle and prairie dogs, sug-
gesting there may be some competition for the same
species of forage plants. An estimation of true compe-
tition would be dependent on a variety of factors,
including density of prairie dogs, stocking rate of
cattle, ground cover, forage species present, and oth-
ers (Uresk and Paulson 1988). Collins et al. (1984)

reported that the annual cost of prairie dog poisoning
was higher than the annual value of the forage gained
by these measures. This issue requires more study,
with input from both sides of the debate.

PRAIRIE DOGS AND BIODIVERSITY

The prairie dog, an integral component of the
shortgrass prairie biotic community, is capable of
transforming its own landscape and creating habitat
alterations on a scale surpassed only by humans on
the Great Plains. The ecosystem that is maintained by
the prairie dog is valuable to many other species, with
over 100 species of vertebrate wildlife reportedly
using prairie dog colonies as habitat (Sharps and
Uresk 1990; Clark et al. 1989; Reading et al. 1989).
While few of these species are critically dependent on
prairie dogs for all their life requisites, the increased
biodiversity associated with prairie dog colonies in-
dicates the importance of this habitat. Agnew et al.
(1986) reported greater avian densities and species
richness on prairie dog colonies. Also, numerous
researchers have documented the preferential feed-
ing of wild and domestic ungulates on prairie dog
colonies (Coppock et al. 1983; Detling and Whicker
1987; Knowles 1986; Krueger 1986; Wydeven and
Dahlgren 1985).
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A number of rare and declining species are asso-
ciated with prairie dogs and the habitat they provide.
The black-footed ferret, Mustela  nigripe s Audubon
and Bachman, 1851, is considered a true prairie dog
obligate because it requires the prairie dog ecosystem
for its survival. As one of the most endangered mam-
mals in North America, this species has come to
symbolize the decline in native grassland biodiversity.
At least two species that are candidates for listing
under the Endangered Species Act are also associated
to a lesser degree with prairie dogs. The mountain
plover, Charadrius montanu s Townsend, 1837, and the
swift fox, Vulpes  velox  Say, 1823, are attracted to the
vegetative changes and possibly increased food avail-
ability in prairie dog colonies. The association of
other species that are either declining or vulnerable
indicate the problems facing this habitat.

CONSERVATION EFFORTS

Prairie dogs are managed either directly or indi-
rectly within the survey area by at least six federal
agencies, 11 state wildlife departments, state agricul-
ture departments, departments of state lands, and
numerous weed and pest districts, counties and pri-
vate landowners. Prairie dog management goals and
objectives vary significantly among these entities.
Even management within agencies but between ar-
eas varies significantly. This variation can range from
total protection of prairie dogs to a legal mandate to
exterminate. All states have simultaneously classified
the prairie dog as a pest and as wildlife, often with
opposing management goals. Federal policy regard-
ing prairie dogs has been inconsistent over time and
across geographic regions. The legal mechanisms
responsible for the decline of prairie dogs during this
century are still intact. Restoration of the prairie dog
ecosystem may not be possible without major changes
in management policy.

At least two federal agencies have taken the ini-
tiative to begin to address the problems associated
with declining prairie dog occupied areas and to
involve other interested parties. The Forest Service
initiated a working group comprised of various fed-
eral land and resource agencies throughout the north-
ern states in the Great Plains, involving the Bureau of
Land Management, Park Service, Bureau of Indian
Affairs, and Fish and Wildlife Service. The function of

this group is to encourage development of conserva-
tion assessments and strategies for the species across
broad landscapes.

In January 1995, the Fish and Wildlife Service
convened a meeting of federal, state, and nongovern-
mental entities to discuss problems facing the short-
grass prairie ecosystem, including the prairie dog as
a focal species. Consensus recommendations were: 1)
Fish and Wildlife Service will develop conservation
strategies to keep prairie species from becoming listed
under the Endangered Species Act and to recover
declining species before a listing occurs; and 2) work
with the Western Governor’s Association to investi-
gate ways to coordinate and communicate with all
involved parties on prairie issues. The Fish and Wild-
life Service recognizes that prairie dog management
remains within the jurisdiction of the various state
and federal land management agencies. Therefore,
this agency is particularly interested in participating
in cooperative agreements with other agencies so
that the prairie dog may be managed as a wildlife
species rather than simply controlled as a pest.

The black-tailed prairie dog does not appear to be
in danger of becoming extinct in the foreseeable
future, given current management. However, the
additional negative impacts resulting from habitat
fragmentation (Wilcox and Murphy 1985) could seri-
ously impact the ability of some prairie dog popula-
tions to persist or become re-established. Habitat
fragmentation adversely quickly affects highly spe-
cialized species (Miller et al. 1994) and the myriad of
species associated with prairie dog colonies recover
from habitat or population losses at different rates.
This could result in a significant disruption of the
ecosystem overall functioning, further delaying its
recovery. Such effects are already evident for the
endangered black-footed ferret. The future recovery
or extinction of this species is inextricably entwined
with the decisions resource managers make today
regarding the conservation of the prairie dog ecosys-
tem.

Management of the black-tailed prairie dog must
give greater consideration to developing an abun-
dance and distribution of prairie dogs that will en-
sure long-term population persistence of associated



species. As a minimum, we believe that broad areas of
suitable grasslands should have from 1 to 3% of the
area occupied by prairie dogs. Federally-owned lands
should assume a greater share of this responsibility,
with a goal of from 5 to 10% occupancy by prairie
dogs. Maintaining this level of occupancy may allow
resource managers to determine what actually con-
stitutes a functioning prairie dog ecosystem, so at-
tempts may be made to preserve this system into the
future.
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