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Black-tailed Prairie Dog (image by Chadh)

    Modern distribution of C. ludovicianus (from Neotoma database)
Order: Rodentia (Rodents)
Family: Sciuridae (Squirrels)
Body Size: Length Range, 350-450mm (14-18in); Weight Range, 700-1400 g (1.5-3.0 lbs); males are 10-15% larger than females.

Physical Description: Black-tailed prairie dogs have a cinnamon-colored dorsal coat that grades into a buff color on the ventral (underside) surface. The relatively short tail is black-tipped. 

Distribution: The modern range of Black-tailed Prairie Dogs extends from extreme southeast Alberta and southwest Saskatchewan in the north to east central Kansas in the east to southern Arizona, New Mexico and southwestern Texas in the south and west to the Colorado front range and east-central Montana. Prairie dog occurrence in otherwise suitable habitats has been considerably reduced by eradication efforts by ranchers. In most areas, prairie dogs exist only in protected refuges, parks, or government lands. Eradication efforts are thought to be the main reason why their primary predator, the Black-footed Ferret (Mustela nigripes) populations have dropped to such dangerously low levels.

Habitat: Black-tailed Prairie Dogs live in temperate, but dry short-, tall- and mixed-grass prairies, sagebrush steppes, and desert grasslands with deep, fine- to medium-textured soils and relatively sparse vegetation of sagebrush, greasewood, and prickly pear. Although often found near river floodplains, large ravines, and bottomlands, they do not live in moist areas with wet soils. Generally, prairie dogs prefer low vegetation and their feeding habits tend to keep plant stature low. 

Diet: This prairie dog secures its water requirements from green grasses or forbs (herbaceous flowering plant) and does not require permanent or standing water. Grasses, leaves, and stems including wheatgrass, buffalo grass, grama, rabbitbush, and scarlet globmallow as well as prickly pear cactus, thistles, and various roots constitute most of its diet.

Behavior: Black-tailed Prairie Dogs are highly social, perhaps best known for their communication system to warn others of predators. This diurnal squirrel will not usually venture out of its burrow on very hot (greater than 100° F) or during rainy or snowy days. Prairie dogs live in large “towns” or colonies that can be as large as 60 ha in size. Most prairie dog towns have a populations in the hundreds, but those with several thousand are not uncommon. One in Texas reportedly had a population in the millions. Males maintain a harem of females for mating. Black-tailed Prairie Dogs spend a lot of time building, maintaining, and grooming their burrows. Young are born in an altrical state and require several weeks of parental care (feeding and protection) before emerging from below ground. The primary predators include the black-footed ferret (Mustela nigripes) and the badger (Taxidea taxus). Other predators include various raptors, coyotes, and snakes.

Paleoecological Implications: Because of its preference for loose soils in grasslands with little vegetation, this gopher is a good indicator of grasslands. Its distribution in the Late Pleistocene is essentially the same as today with minor range extension to the east, southeast.

Web Resources: 
http://animaldiversity.org/accounts/Cynomys_ludovicianus/
http://zipcodezoo.com/index.php/Cynomys_ludovicianus
http://www.fs.fed.us/database/feis/animals/mammal/cylu/all.html
http://explorer.natureserve.org/
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