A note from the Forest Supervisor
With my August 15 decision regarding Black-tailed Prairie Dog Management outside of the Black-footed ferret introduction area on the Nebraska National Forest and Grasslands, I am optimistic that we are on our way toward striking a more sustainable balance in managing prairie dogs on the Oglala National Grasslands in Nebraska and the Buffalo Gap and Ft. Pierre National Grasslands in South Dakota. 

The process, however, is not complete; we are still in the appeal period for this decision – it ends September 29. I assure everyone that the Forest Service will work honestly and energetically to consider whatever appeals may come. In the end, we must have a plan that will provide greater certainty in knowing how prairie dog populations will be managed in relation to the other associated ecological and environmental challenges. 

The expansion of prairie dog colonies with the resulting impacts is a serious concern, one that effects the people that live and work around these national grasslands and the people that care about them,. This situation has required me to make some difficult decisions to help us to maintain an appropriate balance of livestock use and prairie dog habitat. It’s a decision I take very seriously.
In making this decision, I considered suggestions and input from citizens along with the scientific analysis to determine what the minimum and maximum acreages for prairie dogs should be.  I concluded the minimum of 1000 acres of prairie dog towns per geographic area is adequate to maintain prairie dogs on the national grasslands and that the upper limit of about 3000 acres per area was appropriate to maintain the balance with other national grassland resources.   

We have many tools to use to manage prairie dog populations on public and private ground.  One of the best tools we have is livestock management, adjusting stocking rates, seasons and pasture rotations.  Another non-lethal tool we have is translocation or moving prairie dogs from areas where they are encroaching onto private lands or having other undesired impacts to areas where they will have less impact.  Lethal means are available as a management tool of last resort. 
I know this decision could not satisfy everyone as there are strong views on all sides of the issue. Throughout the process, however, I have been encouraged by the level of citizen concern, involvement and input. It has been invaluable in helping me reach this decision and I look forward to continuing the discussion and discovering new opportunities for management together.   I will work hard to understand your concerns and hopes, to find balance so that these resources can be sustained for future generations.  

Future decisions will need to be made to help us address management of prairie dog colonies within the black-footed ferret reintroduction areas.  Prairie dogs are the sole food source for the ferret, so it is imperative that we find ways to manage healthy prairie dog colonies in order to support the ferret recovery efforts currently underway.   We need to learn more about the effects plague had on ferrets and prairie dogs in the reintroduction areas this last spring and summer.  We are currently working with our partners to evaluate those impacts and will continue to do this work over this coming fall and winter.   In the months ahead, I welcome the opportunity to visit with all concerned citizens about what to do next and how best to do it.

Thank you for your interest in this important issue.

Jane Darnell
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