RDT Procedure by Pam Wanek Prairie Preserves LLC

The goal of Reverse Dispersal Translocation (RDT) is to passively move prairie dogs into more desirable areas.  This method may cause territorial shifting which, in some cases causes aggression among prairie dogs as they reclaim old territory.  The procedure should only be performed when the activities of prairie dogs have somewhat calmed down.  For example performing the procedure from the time period of breeding through birthing season should be avoided.  I use RDT from approximately the end of August through December. However, new encroachments could be performed throughout the year. 

For very large projects, this method should be used on a gradual basis.  Monitor all burrows on a daily basis until all burrows are closed and then periodically thereafter. 

In general, the use of RDT is based upon an understanding of how prairie dogs naturally create and/or abandon new coteries and colonies.  Research about prairie dog metapopulations explains a great deal about how prairie dogs contract and expand occupation areas.  What RDT does is redirects the behavior of prairie dog expansion and contraction.  The best visual to place in your mind is looking at how you move pieces on a checkerboard game, prairie dogs move in a similar fashion. 

You should also become familiar with the types of burrows that prairie dogs create which are primarily: dome mounds (burrows with earthen material packed around the mouth of the tunnel.  These burrows may or may not connect to other tunnels and are primary burrows used by prairie dogs); volcano mounds which look like volcanoes with a more narrow and taller wall of soil around the tunnel; and exit burrows which indicate little to no soil around the tunnel. 

In some cases prairie dogs may have been removed from a section of the area you are working on.  Removal may have been done through active removal, trapping for example, or through fumigation.  Do not assume that because removal had occurred that prairie dogs no longer occupy burrows.  Every burrow must be monitored for activity prior to closing.

Use caution when working around burrows.  For example, you should make inquiry as to the type of control method used for prairie dogs.  Chemicals such as aluminum phosphide may have been applied into burrows and there is a possibility that tablets may not have activated or that residual gas could remain in the burrows at least 72 hours after activation.  Exposure to phosphine gas could be deadly or cause irreversible lung damage.  Symptoms of exposure may not be recognizable for more that 2 hours after contact and emergency personnel will need to know what you have been exposed to for the correct medical care. 

Other information you may want to know about is any documented threatened or endangered species and any incidence of plague.  You may request that burrows be dusted with insecticides such as “Delta Dust” which is considered an acceptable knock down for fleas. 

For large sites I use a spreadsheet to record all burrow activity (sample spreadsheet attached).  The following procedure is followed:

1. All prairie dog burrows are identified with a numbered wooden stake.

2. Determine direction prairie dogs should be moved to.

3. Begin closing peripheral and nonessential burrows (see instructions below).  Slowly move progressively through the removal area until all burrows are eventually closed. 

4. To close burrows:

A. Burrows are closed in several stages.  First burrows are soft wired and then eventually hard wired. 

B. Soft wire burrows.  Lay a 12” by 12” piece of one inch netting poultry wire over the burrow entrance.  Anchor down with an eleven inch landscaping pin at the floor of the tunnel opening.  The result is a wire flap door where prairie dogs can easily leave the burrow but have difficultly going back into the burrow. NOTE: to create a good seal, it may be necessary to remove some of the earth mound around the burrow.  To help monitor burrow activity, gently pull back wire flap and prop two sticks in an “x” fashion down inside of the burrow tunnel in a manner where the sticks would be upset by prairie dog activity.  Lay wire back down over the tunnel.

· If the sticks are moved the following day, then repeat set up procedure and monitor until there is no stick movement.  

· If there is no stick movement after the first day then use your foot to gently push the wire deeper into the burrow “cupping” (this makes it more difficult for returning prairie dogs to pull up the wire).  If there is no movement (sticks) for 48 hours, then close the burrow (hard wire).

C. Hard wire burrows.  Remove wire and pin.  Begin excavating the burrow to the point where the width between soil line and top of the tunnel is at least 6 inches. There are three reasons for doing this: 1). Understanding the direction of the tunnel for good closure; 2). Creating a good soil distance between the top soil and top of tunnel makes it more difficult for prairie dogs to dig out the old burrow entrance; 3).  Prairie dogs may try to reopen the burrow and you want to make sure that if they try to do this that they hit wire that has been placed deep into the burrow instead of creating a new hole that connects to the tunnel you are closing down. 

After digging out the burrow, refill the tunnel with loose soil and tamp back into the tunnel; I use a baseball bat and a hammer. The tunnel must be completely filled and compacted tightly into the tunnel.  Tamp soil down to at least four to six inches below soil line (*see note below). Using the same pin and poultry wire, mold the poultry wire into a basket shape and place down into the burrow, using the baseball bat and a hammer, tamp the wire into the tunnel. With baseball bat still placed in wire, move bat in a wide circular motion to seal the wire against the walls of the tunnel.  Place the landscaping pin in the middle of the poultry wire and secure pin (use the baseball bat to reach pin and a hammer against the bat). Back fill burrow to soil line. If prairie dogs continue to try an breach the closed burrow but have not completely dug it out, place another piece of poultry wire over the covered entrance and anchor with pin (on top of soil line).  This should be removed after completion of the project. 

*Note:  It is important to sink the pin and wire at least 4 to 6 inches below soil line because for one it makes the seal around the burrow tighter and you want to be sure that power equipment such as aerators do not become tangled in the wire.  Care should also be taken to avoid hitting irrigation lines.   

D. Use of dryer vents.  It is possible that you may need to use dryer vents to get out prairie dogs that continually breach the wire on top of the burrow (this occurs when you are working a heavily active burrow).  The best vents I have found for this purpose are at Ace Hardware.  The vents have a 4 inch diameter flap door and a one foot long sleeve that can be inserted down the burrow tunnel. The head of the vent has 4 holes (one on each outer corner) that can be used to for anchoring pins into the soil and holding the vent in place. Because the inside of the sleeve is smooth, the interior must be modified to create a type of ladder that prairie dogs can use to crawl out of the burrow.  This is an easy modification which is done by placing a one foot piece of 4 inch diameter corrugated black drain tube (cut length-wise in half) which is inserted inside the sleeve bottom.  Secure the bottom of tube to the sleeve with duct tape and duct tape around the entire bottom of the sleeve to provide a smooth edge. 

Placement of dryer vent:  It is important that prairie dogs use the vent.  This material is foreign to them and they may avoid using the vent thus causing them to dig out around the sleeve.  There are several ways to cause them to use the vent.  After vent is secured into the tunnel, secure poultry wire (I use a 3 foot by 3 foot piece of wire) all around the mound area.  This will force prairie dogs to use the tunnel.  Prop vent dryer door open with a stick that can be upset when the door is used by the prairie dog.  The purpose of propping the door open is to allow prairie dogs to see light at the end of the tunnel so they know they can move out.  Monitor dryer vent flap daily and this can be done by placing a stick over the closed door:  the door no longer needs to be propped open because the prairie dogs have already figured out how to use the sleeve.  After it is evident that there is no activity, at least 48 hours and that the prairie dogs have not dug into the tunnel then remove the vent and hard wire the tunnel. 

5. Monitoring use of burrows is very important.  I monitor on a daily basis.  Towards the end of the project, skip a few days and return to the site to be sure that burrows are still closed and not dug into.  The reason for this is to make sure that I have closed all burrows and that prairie dogs that may be adjacent to the closure site are not breaching barriers (i.e. underground tunnel systems, or holes in the barrier).

For large sites, I like to place sticks in an “X” fashion on all the burrows I am monitoring, even if I have not soft wired.  By doing this I can tell a lot about how or if the burrow is being used and in many cases I can determine connectivity.  Also, it is kind of fun just seeing how the whole prairie dog tunnel/burrow system is working. 

It is important that no burrows are ever breached, not even one burrow.  Maintenance and monitoring should be a part of any prairie dog management plan. 

6. Miscellaneous- whenever you are working with prairie dogs, or using RDT, be cognizant of the weather. For example, you would not want to close burrows after a recent snow storm.  I like to track the weather on my spreadsheet.

7.  Other – I have used the RDT method on ten sites now and excavated over 600 burrow/tunnel systems.  The method has been an “experience” where I have learned a great deal about the burrow system, the purpose of each burrow, the importance of good ventilation, how burrows connect, etc… Prairie dogs are truly amazing and the published research that I have reviewed about their tunnel systems dates back to the early 70’’s and that research brings up information that was evaluated as far back at the mid 50’s.  After working with prairie dogs for over 15 years now, I do believe that a key to prairie dog management is the burrow system itself and there is still so much that is not fully understood.  So, please I ask you that if you decide to take on an RDT project, I would appreciate learning from you about your observations, successes and failures.
