
October 29, 2007 
 
Gunnison’s Prairie Dog Comments 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
764 Horizon Drive, Building B 
Grand Junction, CO 81506-3946 
gunnisons_pdog@fws.gov 
 
VIA ELECTRONIC & CERTIFIED MAIL 
 
 Re: Gunnison’s prairie dog 
 
Dear Mr. Thompson, 
 
We request federal protection for the Gunnison’s prairie dog (Cynomys gunnisoni) under 
the Endangered Species Act (ESA). This species clearly warrants listing, given that it has 
disappeared from 97% of its historic range across Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, and 
Utah and continues to face an onslaught of threats to its survival.  
 
The Gunnison’s prairie dog was initially denied federal protection due to political 
interference. Other species, including the white-tailed prairie dog, Gunnison sage-grouse, 
roundtail chub, Mexican garter snake and many others have suffered the same fate at the 
hands of Julie MacDonald, who has since resigned amidst scandal. All of these species 
deserve a second chance. 
 
The Gunnison’s prairie dog was initially headed toward ESA listing. As was determined 
by your own biologists, sylvatic plague is a significant threat to this species. Sylvatic 
plague is a non-native disease to which prairie dogs have virtually no immunity. It has 
already extirpated Gunnison’s prairie dogs from extensive areas in several states. Yet, 
over the course of four days, from January 19-23, 2006, those biologists were reversed: 
Julie MacDonald ordered that a positive 90-day petition finding be replaced with a 
negative 90-day finding. The original positive finding stated, 
 

We have determined that substantial information is presented in the 
petition and available in our files to indicate that sylvatic plague may 
threaten the Gunnison’s prairie dog such that listing may be warranted. 
USFWS email dated January 19, 2006 at p. 31. 

 
This was replaced by a rewritten plague finding, 
 

We have determined that information in the petition and readily available 
in our files do not constitute substantial scientific information that disease 
or predation are threats to Gunnison’s prairie dog such that listing under 
the Act may be warranted. We recognize that sylvatic plague has been and 
continues to be a major morality [sic] factor for Gunnison’s prairie dog, 
but the impact that this disease has had on the overall status of the species 



remains unclear. More information on the impacts of disease, specifically 
sylvatic plague, with regard to persistence of Gunnison’s prairie dog 
populations is needed. USFWS email dated January 23, 2006 at p. 28. 

 
No intervening scientific discoveries in the course of these four days justified this 
reversal. Rather, the Gunnison’s prairie dog was denied federal protection for political 
reasons, in direct violation of the requirements of the ESA that listing determinations be 
based solely on biological information.  
 
The Service is now required to issue a 12-month petition finding for this species. This 
time, the finding should recognize that, on the basis of plague alone, the Gunnison’s 
prairie dog should be listed. In addition, habitat destruction, poisoning, shooting, climate 
change and other threats further underscore the need for federal protection. Large swaths 
of Gunnison’s prairie dog habitat continue to be destroyed by oil and gas drilling in the 
San Juan Basin or eliminated by urban sprawl in Albuquerque, Santa Fe, and elsewhere. 
There are no limits on the numbers of Gunnison’s prairie dogs that can be poisoned or 
gassed. While there are seasonal closures on Gunnison’s prairie dog shooting in three 
states, New Mexico – which contains nearly half of the Gunnison’s range – has no limits 
on shooting at all. Despite a seasonal closure in Arizona, the number of prairie dogs 
killed is rising. Climate change impacts are a double-edged sword: prolonged drought can 
deplete prairie dog forage, and extremely wet weather may cause increases in plague. 
 
According to figures in the Service’s February 2006 negative 90-day petition finding, the 
Gunnison’s prairie dogs now occur on only 3% of their former range, having dwindled 
from 24 million acres in 1916 to approximately 722,000 acres at present. 71 Fed. Reg. 
6241, 6244. All site-specific population trend information presented in that finding – with 
the exception of Aubrey Valley, Arizona – indicated declines in Gunnison’s prairie dog 
populations. Id. 
 
There is no time to waste. Having been unjustly denied federal protection nearly two 
years ago, the Gunnison’s prairie dog should be expeditiously listed. 
 
Sincerely,  

 
Nicole J. Rosmarino, Ph.D., Conservation Director 
Forest Guardians 
312 Montezuma Ave.  
Santa Fe, NM 87501 
505-988-9126x1156 
nrosmarino@fguardians.org  
On behalf of: 
 
Stephanie Nichols-Young, President 
Animal Defense League of Arizona 



PO Box 33093 
Phoenix, AZ 85067 
 
Monica Engebretson, Project Director  
Animal Protection Institute 
1122 S Street  
Sacramento, CA 95814 
 
Noah Greenwald M.S., Conservation Biologist 
Center for Biological Diversity 
PO Box 11374 
Portland, OR 97211 
 
Josh Pollock, Conservation Director 
Center for Native Ecosystems 
1536 Wynkoop Street, Suite 303 
Denver, CO 80202 
 
Kelly Burke, Executive Director 
Grand Canyon Wildlands Council 
P.O. Box 1594 
Flagstaff, AZ 86002 
 
Tish Bogan-Ozmun 
Habitat Harmony, Inc. 
5271 Mt. Pleasant 
Flagstaff, AZ 86004 
 
Stephanie Boyles, M.S., Wildlife Scientist, Wildlife and Habitat Protection 
The Humane Society of the United States 
2100 L. St., NW  
Washington, DC 20037 
 
Daniel Ziskin, PhD, President 
Jews Of The Earth 
2424 Vine St 
Denver, CO 80205 
 
Lynne Hough, Keystone Species Preservation 
People for Native Ecosystems 
P.O. Box 4973 
Santa Fe, NM 87505 
 
Yvonne Boudreaux, President 
Prairie Dog Pals 
P.O. Box 14235 



Albuquerque, NM 87191 
 
Kathy Boucher, President 
Prairie Dog Specialists, Inc. 
7354 Nile St. 
Arvada, CO 80007 
 
Paula Martin, Director 
Prairie Ecosystems Associates 
2800 S. Syracuse Way 
Denver, CO 80231 
 
Nancy Hilding, President  
Prairie Hills Audubon Society 
P.O. Box 788 
Black Hawk, SD, 57718 
 
Judy Enderle, President 
Prairie Preservation Alliance 
PO Box 12485 
Denver, CO 80212-0485 
 
Daniel R. Patterson, Ecologist & Southwest Director 
Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility, Southwest Office 
738 N. 5th Ave. #210 
Tucson, AZ 85705 USA 
 
Mike Hudak, Director 
Public Lands Without Livestock 
38 Oliver Street 
Binghamton, NY 13904-1516 
 
Christopher R. Jones, Operations and Programs Coordinator 
Rocky Mountain Animal Defense 
2525 Arapahoe, #E4-335 
Boulder, CO 80302 
 
Rob Edward, Director of Carnivore Recovery 
Sinapu 
Box 3243  
Boulder, CO 80307 
 
Kevin Mueller,Executive Director 
Utah Environmental Congress 
1817 South Main, Suite 10 
Salt Lake City, UT  84115 



 
Jon Marvel, Executive Director 
Western Watersheds Project 
126 South Main Street, Suite B-2 
P.O. Box 1770 
Hailey, ID 83333 
 
Jennifer Verdolin, biologist 
Wildlands Conservation Alliance 
P.O. Box 576 
East Setauket, NY 11733 
 


