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Pocket Gophers Can Be a Problem
By Teri Goldsby
Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener Intern
There are few things more satisfying--at least to my way of thinking--than turning a patch of ground into a productive garden.  Whether it’s a profusion of petals, or veggies and fruit for the table, gardening is a creative process that is soul-satisfying.  UNTIL one morning when you go out to tend your “baby” and there’s a huge mound of soil messing up your bed.  #@!! Gophers! 

A medium-sized rodent with disturbingly human-like front “hands,” a gopher is a prolific digger and tunneler.  This critter will tunnel right up under your favorite plants and make a gourmet meal of the roots.  And unlike leaf-cutter ants, who at least leave the plant enough material to regenerate itself with, a gopher will eat every last root, killing the plant.  One gopher can be responsible for up to 17 mounds, and heaven forbid you get invaded by a colony--your yard will look like a minefield!

In the Coastal Bend area, we have mostly pocket gophers.  Adults are about eight and a half inches long and weigh up to one pound.  They like to eat fleshy roots of plants and trees.  They also eat tubers, like potatoes, as well as the green tops of plants when they can pull them underground.  One pocket gopher can have a burrow system covering as much as an acre.   They dig “runways,” which allow them to search for food.  Runways can be up to four inches wide and 4-15 inches below the ground surface.  Deeper tunnels are used for food storage and as dwellings.  The best time to take steps to control them is in the spring and fall when they are most active and close to the surface.

Some folks poison them, others kill them with mechanical traps.  There are stories of gassing them with carbon dioxide, flooding the tunnels, and inserting incendiary devices.  Very few of these methods are recommended, and none of them provide a long-lasting solution.

Using “gopher grain,” which is milo treated with strychnine, is not advised.  When the gopher comes to the surface to die, there’s a good chance that it will become food for a dog, cat, bird, or wildlife, and they in turn could be poisoned.  If you have tried everything else and can’t get rid of the gopher, look for bait treated with zinc phosphide.  
Maybe you don’t like the idea of killing, but what do you do? There are quite a few means of eradication--some are pretty standard and others are fairly unorthodox, but each has somebody who swears by it.

Wind-powered whirligigs, windmills, and moving yard ornaments create vibrations that gophers sometimes don’t like.  They might leave your yard, but if they re-locate to your neighbor’s, it could start a feud!   Another way to drive them out of your yard is to broadcast castor oil granules, which are advertised as safe around  children and pets.  You may need to re-treat every few months.  Coordinating with your neighbors would make the treatments even more effective.  Be sure to follow all instructions carefully and use only as indicated on the label.
Another way to send them packing is to drop an unwelcome item into the tunnel.  The mouth of a tunnel is usually located on the side of a mound, and plugged up with dirt.   Gardeners have their favorite gopher repellers, including an unwrapped stick of Juicy Fruit gum, a partially crushed garlic clove, pet excrement (especially cats’), hot sauce, chili powder, and castor oil.

But the easiest and most effective way to discourage gophers is to flatten any mounds you see as soon as possible--they get tired of re-building and move on! Even better: send your cats out to do the job.  But the method I use whenever possible is the “rolling Detroit.”   If you’ve got mounds in an open, unimproved area, line your truck tires up and run over the mounds and tunnels between them.  Bye bye gopher! 
For more information, see “Managing Pocket Gopher Damage,” Texas AgriLife Extension, Texas A&M at http://agrilifecdn.tamu.edu/txwildlifeservices/files/2011/07/PocketGopher.pdf.
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