
Gopher tortoises (Gopherus polyphemus) are fascinating 
creatures native to the southeastern United States, with 
Florida being one of their primary habitats. These terrestrial 
reptiles are known for their burrowing habits, creating 
extensive tunnels that provide shelter for themselves and 
over 350 other species, making them a keystone species.

Gopher Tortoises  
Guardians of the Florida Ecosystem
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Gopher tortoises are easily 
recognizable by their sturdy, el-
ephantine hind legs and shov-
el-like forelimbs adapted for dig-
ging. Typically, they have a brown 
or grayish shell and can live up to 
60 years or more in the wild.

Ecological Importance of 
Gopher Tortoises
Gopher tortoises play a critical 
role in their ecosystems, and 
their presence impacts many 
other species and environmental 
processes. 
Here are some key aspects of 
their ecological importance:

Keystone Species
Gopher tortoises are considered 
a keystone species because their 
burrowing activities create habi-
tats that benefit a wide variety of 
other organisms. These burrows 
can be up to 40 feet long and 10 
feet deep, providing refuge for 
over 350 different species. Some 
of the animals that rely on go-
pher tortoise burrows include:
1.	 Invertebrates: Various in-

sects and arachnids use the 
burrows for shelter and re-
production.

2.	 Amphibians and Reptiles: 
Species such as the gopher 
frog, eastern indigo snake, 
and Florida pine snake use 
the burrows for protection 
from predators and extreme 
weather.

3.	 Mammals: Small mammals 
like the Florida mouse and 
rabbits find refuge in these 
burrows.

4.	 Birds: Some birds may use 
abandoned burrows for nest-
ing sites.

Soil Aeration and Nutrient 
Cycling
The digging activities of gopher 
tortoises help aerate the soil, 
which improves water infiltration 
and root growth for plants. This 

natural tilling process enhances 
soil fertility by mixing organic 
matter and nutrients, promot-
ing healthier plant communities. 
These plants, in turn, provide 
food and shelter for other wild-
life, creating a more robust and 
diverse ecosystem.

Fire Ecology
Gopher tortoises are adapted 
to fire-prone habitats such as 
longleaf pine and oak sandhills. 

Their burrows offer protection 
during fires, allowing them to 
survive and maintain their pop-
ulations. The tortoises’ feeding 
habits, which include consuming 
low-lying vegetation, help man-
age underbrush levels, reducing 
the risk of uncontrolled wildfires. 
Controlled burns are essential 
for these ecosystems, promoting 
the growth of fire-adapted plant 
species and maintaining the 
open canopy structure preferred 
by gopher tortoises.
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clockwise from top: the trail winds 
under a canopy of oaks; informative 
signage is sprinkled along the trail; 
one of the serveral boardwalks over 
the wet areas; boardwalk at the Oak 
Hammock Trail loop split

GOPHER TORTOISES IN TGO
Sadly, it’s been reported that TGO recently lost 
one of our oldest gopher tortoises. As stated 
in this article these turtles are a designated 
threatened species both federally and in Flor-
ida. Their peak activity outside their burrows 
is May through August. They tend to avoid the 
heat of the day, foraging in the morning and 
late afternoon. While tortoises do have fairly 
good eyesight, they don’t move as fast as our 
cars and golf carts do so please… be vigilant. 
Look ahead. Scan the road and edges. 
Please slow down for these slowpokes!
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Seed Dispersal
Gopher tortoises are herbivores 
and consume a variety of plants, 
including grasses, fruits, and 
flowers. As they forage, they play 
a role in seed dispersal, aiding in 
the propagation of native plants. 
The seeds that pass through their 
digestive system often have a 
higher germination rate, bene-
fiting plant regeneration and di-
versity.

The Importance of Gopher 
Tortoise Preservation
Preserving gopher tortoises is 
crucial not only for their survival 
but for the health of entire eco-
systems. As a keystone species, 
their burrows provide essential 
habitat for hundreds of other an-
imals, contributing to biodiversi-
ty. Protecting these tortoises en-
sures that the intricate web of life 
in their habitats remains intact. 
By understanding the challenges 
they face and taking proactive 
measures to safeguard their en-
vironment, we can help secure a 
future for gopher tortoises and 
the myriad of species that de-
pend on them.

❂

More info: https://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/wildlife/gopher-tortoise/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gopher_tortoise
https://www.nature.org/en-us/get-involved/how-to-help/animals-we-protect/gopher-tortoise/

Why Gopher Tortoises Are Endangered
Despite their ecological importance, gopher tortoises are classi-
fied as a threatened species in Florida and are federally listed as 
threatened in parts of their range. Several factors contribute to 
their endangered status:
1.	 Habitat Loss: Urban development, agriculture, and deforesta-

tion have led to significant habitat destruction.
2.	 Human Encroachment: Roads and residential areas often 

fragment their habitats, making it difficult for them to find 
food and mates.

3.	 Illegal Pet Trade: Some individuals capture gopher tortois-
es for the illegal pet trade, significantly reducing wild popu-
lations.

4.	 Predation and Disease: Increased predation by domestic an-
imals and the spread of diseases like upper respiratory tract 
disease have also impacted their numbers.

What to Do If You Find Gopher Tortoises in Your Yard
If you discover gopher tortoises in your yard, it’s important to fol-
low these guidelines:
1.	 Do Not Disturb: Observe them from a distance. Gopher tor-

toises are protected by law, and it is illegal to harm, harass, or 
relocate them without proper permits.

2.	 Create a Safe Environment: Ensure your yard is free from 
potential hazards like pesticides, lawn mowers, and domestic 
pets. You can also enhance their habitat by maintaining native 
vegetation they feed on.

3.	 Contact Authorities: If you believe the tortoises are in danger 
or require assistance, contact local wildlife authorities or the 
Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) for 
guidance.

What to Do If You Find Gopher Tortoises on the Road
Encountering a gopher tortoise on the road can be alarming, but 
here’s how to help safely:
Ensure Safety: First, ensure your own safety and the safety of 
others. Park your vehicle in a safe location with hazard lights on.
Move the Tortoise: If it is safe to do so, gently pick up the tortoise 
by the sides of its shell and move it in the direction it was heading. 
Never try to relocate it to a different area, as this can disorient the 
tortoise.
Report to Authorities: Notify local wildlife authorities if the tor-
toise appears injured or if there are frequent sightings of tortoises 
on that particular road.

https://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/wildlife/gopher-tortoise/ 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gopher_tortoise
https://www.nature.org/en-us/get-involved/how-to-help/animals-we-protect/gopher-tortoise/

