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Knowing The Species

by Dr. Gilbert Proulx

The northern pocket gopher
inhabits hayfields, gardens, golf
courses, and urban parks in western
North America. It is often mistak-
en for a mole or ground squirrel, or
more surprisingly, just unrecog-
nized. While the northern pocket
gopher may reduce the annual pro-
ductivity of hayfields by as much as
25 percent, and can seriously dam-
age private property, it remains a
mystery for the general public. For
many, it is a pest that cannot be
controlled. However there are ways
to manage populations and dam-
age.

This first article of a three-part
series will review the anatomy,
physiology, and behavior of the
species, an important step in the
development of an effective control
program.

The northern pocket gopher is a
rodent that is approximately 8
inches long, and weighs, on aver-
age, 5.25 ounces. Adult males are
much larger than females. The
pocket gopher received its name for
the fur-lined cheek pouches that
open on either side of its head,
which is large, with small eyes and
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ears. It has yellowish chisel-like
front teeth that grow continuously,
requiring constant chewing to wear
them down. Its forearms are thick
and muscular, with long, curved
claws. It has a stout grayish body,
slightly paler on the belly, and a
short, nearly naked tail.

The northern pocket gopher is an
excavator, and uses its strong front
claws to dig burrow systems that
can exceed 65 feet in length and 10
feet in depth. It can dig through
soil at a rate of over seven feet an

hour. Burrow systems consist of

tunnels reaching one or more nest
chambers more than 12 feet below
the surface. Contrary to ground
squirrels, pocket gophers usually
maintain a closed burrow system.
The course of a burrow system is

usually marked by a series of
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mounds, which are concentric piles
of soil pushed to the surface of the
ground during the maintenance
and expansion of the tunnels.
These mounds are piles of excavat-
ed and discarded material, and are
not regularly visited.

Mounds are not the only struc-
tures built by pocket gophers.
Earth plugs, which are 1- to 3-inch
diameter holes filled with non-
mounded soil, are found near the
mounds or along the course of the
burrow system. These plugs con-
nect the underground tunnels to
the surface. Finally, pocket gophers
sometimes dig tunnels through
snow and pack them with soil.
These tunnels appear as soil casts
when the snow melts.

The northern pocket gopher is
herbivorous, feeding exclusively on
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plants. It changes its diet seasonal-
ly in response to plant availability
and nutritional values. Stem and
leaf material is more important in
summer. Studies in laboratories
and simulated environments have
demonstrated that pocket gophers
eat approximately 3.5 ounces of
fresh plants every day. In hayfields,
they prefer highly nutritious plants
such as alfalfa. However, they add a
variety of other plants to their sum-
mer diet.

Pocket gophers are known to
cache food in late fall. These
underground food caches conrain
large amounts of root fragments
such as dandelion, alfalfa, and oth-
ers. Some of it, however, may only
be discarded foodstuff. In winter,
pocket gophers feed on roots. In
tree plantations, they also feed
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