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Abstract. Social interactions of plains pocket gophers (Geomys
bursarius) were studied by monitoring locations of radio-tagged
individuals as they moved within their burrow systems. Gophers
rarely came within 10 m of each other unless their home ranges
abutted. This was determined by matching pairs of fixes obtained
by radio-telemetry which were less than 30 minutes apart. However,
gophers were aware of changes in surrounding home ranges as they
investigated recently vacated home ranges within days of the dis-
appearance of the resident gopher. Use of feces as “signposlts” is
suspected as one mechanism for sensing presence and reproductive
status of a neighbor. Seismic vibrations from gopher digging and
from their clicking vocalization are proposed as other mechanisms
for detecting activities of neighboring gophers. Agonistic behavior
was recorded by the tracking system more often than affiliative
behavior. By the time juveniles were large enough to carry a
transmitter, they had already dispersed. Seven intrusions into an
occupied home range resulted in four displacements, one death, and
two withdrawals, Den sites were defended from intruders. Agonistic
behavior appears to be the mechanism which insures that each
gopher has an adequate food supply.

INTRODUCTION

Pocket gophers have been characterized as solitary and
highly territorial (Vaughan 1962). Caged gophers were
fiercely intolerant of each other, with larger gophers killing
or starving smaller animals (Howard and Childs 1959). Lack
of sufficient detailed observations on behavior in the wild has
led to the belief that pocket gophers defend their territories
through combat (Hansen and Reid 1973). If death does not
result from actual combat, the loser would probably with-
draw to seclusion in its burrow system, Physical antagonism
might also be a factor operating in the geographical separa-
tion of different species of gophers (Best 1973).

The burrow systems of pocket gophers have been described
as being vigorously defended against intruders throughout
most of the year, except during breeding season where plural
occupancy of burrows was associated with a brief mating
period (Miller and Bond 1960). Hansen and Miller (1959)
reported 63 plural captures of 133 individual northern pocket
gophers (Thomomys talpoides) in a total sample of 881
captures during breeding season. Adult females were to-
gether with young in 36.5 percent of those captures. Males
with young were taken together 18.9 percent of the time and
males together with females occurred in 13.5 percent of the
captures (Hansen and Miller 1959). In three plural occupan-
cies involving valley pocket gophers (Thomomys bottae),

males burrowed into the tunnel system of adjacent females
(Bandoli 1981). Howard and Childs (1959) conducted a
study in which they removed trapped gophers during breed-
ing season. Other gophers subsequently trapped in the same
burrow system were always neighbors. Valley pocket go-
phers appeared to be polygamous in that male home ranges
overlapped female home ranges, but males did not overlap
other male home ranges and females did not overlap other
female home ranges (Howard and Childs 1959).

Gophers live in a stable group in the sense they consistently
encounter the same individuals as neighbors and they com-
pete with these individuals for the same resources. Individual
recognition is one of the basic components required for
complex social behavior and implies prior experience with
neighboring gophers. Howard and Childs (1959) conducted
homing experiments and concluded gophers seem to be
acquainted with neighboring burrow systems. The existence
of relatively permanent deeper, larger tunnels may permit
easy exploration of neighboring burrow systems. Howard
and Childs (1959) found gophers utilizing existing burrow
systems to return in homing experiments. They also found
that opposite sex gophers had a limited penetration of tunnels
across the outermost boundaries of their home ranges, but
rarely found overlap in boundaries between gophers of the
same sex. Thus, our working hypothesis was that there would
be differences in frequency of encounter between same sex
and opposite sex gophers.

METHODS

A population, of free-ranging gophers on the Cedar Creek
Natural History Area in east-central Minnesota was studied
to determine whether there was contact between conspecif-
ics. Radio transmitters were implanted (Zinnel and Tester
1991) in the body cavities of 37 individuals from October
1983 through September 1985. During this two year study,
as many as six individuals were on the 50 x 50 m tracking
grid at the same time. A micro-processor controlled monitor-
ing system was able to locate one gopher every minute with
a precision of 0.25 m (Zinnel 1992). Telemetry data for 22
pairs of gophers were sorted by date and time, and observa-
tions less than 30 minutes apart were matched.

Gopher interactions were summarized by examining the
telemetry records for pairs of gophers and determining how
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