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Desert plan to be barred

VICTORVILLE - This is no myth
about a race between a tortoise
and a hare. It’s true and deadly
serious. The creatures in this contest
are a tortoise and a squirrel and a
few dozen of their closest
associates.
     And this time they aren’t vying
against each other. The race is
against extinction, and they are
running for their lives.
     They won’t reach the finish line
until sometime in mid-March or
later when a heavily revised West
Mojave Plan is due to be approved
and implemented for the protection
of the endangered desert tortoise,
the Mohave ground squirrel and 57
other sensitive animals and plants.
At the same time, the plan is
intended to streamline procedures
for development.
     Once again, nature is pitted
against human encroachment.
     The plan, which is to be made
public by the end of this month, sets
the rules for the use of more than 6
million acres of the western Mojave
Desert. There are 3.2 million acres
of public land and 3 million private

acres, all under the supervision of
the U.S. Bureau of Land
Management. The area lies in parts
of five counties.
     Members of the public have 30
days in which to file protests after
the plan becomes public, said
bureau spokesman Doran Sanchez
in Moreno Valley. “All protests will
be addressed before a final
decision is made.’
     The plan will go to Linda
Hansen, the bureau’s California
Desert District manager, for final
approval.
     A year ago, the California
Department of Fish and Game said
adequate conservation measures
had not been achieved in the habitat
protection plan. The department
serves as the state’s designated
trustee agency to protect fish and
wildlife under the California
Environmental Quality Act. Only
through its approval can the bureau
enact the West Mojave Plan.
     Michael Connor, executive
director of the Riverside-based
Desert Tortoise Preserve
Committee, said the biological
opinion is required before the plan
is approved.
     “Hopefully, the changes will

comply with recent court decisions
(to protect tortoise habitat) and will
focus on the recovery of the tortoise
and not just its survival,’ Connor
said.
     A habitat conservation plan still
must be hammered out, Connor
said.
    The Fish and Game report,
issued by Sandra Morey, chief of
the department’s habitat
conservation planning branch,
claimed the West Mojave Plan did
not contain appropriate measures
to preserve the squirrel, a species
listed as threatened in the state’s
Endangered Species Act.
     Under the original plan, 35
percent of the known range of the
squirrel would receive protection,
the report states.
     But Randy Scott, division chief
for advanced planning in the San
Bernardino County Land Use
Services Department, said the West
Mojave team believes there are
sufficient conservation measures to
sustain the squirrel population in the
long run.
     The Fish and Game report
expressed concern that only half of
four goals agreed upon by the state
and two federal agencies would be
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achieved under the original West
Mojave Plan.
   The plan did not contain
provisions to monitor tortoise
populations and did not indicate
how many tortoises would be lost
in procedures that allow their
removal, the report said. This
information is required for the state
to issue a removal permit under the
Endangered Species Act.
    Desert ecologist Daniel Patterson
said the plan could face a legal
challenge from environmental
groups unless it includes the Desert
Tortoise Recovery Plan, prepared
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service a decade ago. The
recovery plan, which outlines a
program to protect tortoise habitat,
has never been put into effect.
     “The plan must implement
recovery management in critical
habitat,’ Patterson said. “Recent
court decisions have said critical
habitat must be managed so that
endangered species can recover.
The BLM has not done that, and
that has to change.
     “State Fish and Game has
legitimate concerns about the West
Mojave Plan and knows the
biological needs to help endangered
species recover. This plan doesn’t
cut it.’
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