GOPHERS

BY JOAN HOWIE


Are gophers forecasting a hard winter? From the numbers of mounds seen in gopher territory – which is much of the country – they must be getting ready. Since they don’t hibernate, gophers have to store up food in underground chambers and mounds indicating foraging.


Gophers and moles are both small, brown animals that live in underground burrows and are both first class diggers. There the resemblance ends. Moles eat insects while pocket gophers (our variety is the Attwater) are vegetarians. They are called pocket gophers for the fur-lined storage pouches on the outside of their cheeks which they fill with greenery to carry back to the food caches in their burrows. Gophers eat fleshy plant roots, bulbs, tubers of potatoes and peanuts and even shrubbery, seeds and acorns they also pull into their burrows. Often when a plant begins to droop a close examination will show roots have been completely severed. Not only do they destroy gardens and farm crops, the earthen mounds they create ruin golf courses and manicured lawns,

Their large yellow incisor teeth can gnaw through plastic water pipes, underground cables and damage irrigation systems. In spite of the fact that their burrowing helps loosen and improve soil, gophers should be controlled when they cause damage and the best time is when the mounds first appear.


Gopher home remedies suvj as chewing gum, moth balls and kitty litter haven’t worked. Vibrating devices and electro-magnetic repellents are not effective. “Gopher Plants” Euphorbia sp. Won’t keep them away either. Cats, hawks and even blue herons find gopher tasty, but for the homeowner, trapping and poisoning are the two best ways to eliminate them. To be successful we must understand how they live.

 
Gopher burrows may be from a few inches to several feet underground and extend 800 feet or more, except for mating season only one creature lives there. Shallow runways, used to find food run laterally from the main burrow. As these feeding tunnels are excavated, soil is pushed to the surface in the large horseshoe shaped mounds. A depression on one side of the mound indicated the plugged tunnel opening. Before placing poison or traps in the hole, the mound should be inspected to be sure it is typical of gophers, then a sharp stick can be used to probe deeply for the main burrow, either close to the mound’s entrance side or between two mounds. When the ground gives way, the burrow has been entered, then it can be opened with a shovel. The main burrow may also be reached through the lateral tunnels by digging by hand or with a trowel. Gopher tunnels are larger than mole tunnels – about fist or soft drink can size. Small feeding entrances are also seen in turf and aren’t suitable for traps.


Wire traps are most commonly used, although box traps and the round “Blackholes” type are also available and are used according to package directions. When using wire traps, two should be placed back to back in the main tunnel, or one trap can be placed in the lateral runway with jaws set facing the main tunnel. Traps must be attached by a wire to a stake driven near the entrance or the gopher will pull them into the burrow. Experts disagree on whether the hole should be left open or covered with sod, rocks wood, etc. Left open the gopher may run to seal it with sand and be caught; but leaving it closed, the gopher may contact the traps as it makes its daily rounds of the burrow. Gophers are suspicious of unusual objects, which makes them hard to trap.


Gopher poisons include zinc phosphide; although strychnine treated grain. As with any toxic material, directions and precautions must be followed. Use only fresh bait. About a teaspoon of the zinc phosphide pellets should be placed with along handled spoon into either the main burrow or the lateral runway through the mound opening. To keep dirt from covering the poison, openings can be plugged with paper or an aluminum cam. When the gopher eats the poison he will already be in his grave.
