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Federal officials relied on unpublished, unfinished research in justifying their plans to resume moving hundreds 
of desert tortoises so the Army can expand military training grounds north of Barstow. 

The research is not available to the public, raising consternation among environmental groups that have until 
Friday to submit comments on the proposed relocation. Several groups have requested that the government 
extend the abbreviated, 15-day comment period. 

An official of the U.S. Bureau of Land Management, which is overseeing the relocations, said the agency 
learned Friday that the research was unfinished. Contacted Monday, the researcher affirmed that the study is 
still being prepared and declined to release it. 
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Scientists need to determine if a past move killed desert tortoises.  

Nearly 600 tortoises were moved from Fort Irwin property in spring 2008. More than 90 died, and most of those 
were killed by coyotes. 

The high mortality rate prompted the U.S. Army to suspend the relocations pending further study to determine 
whether moving tortoises made them more vulnerable to predators. 

On July 31, the BLM issued a new environmental assessment that cited unpublished data gathered by U.S. 
Geological Survey biologists to support the conclusion that the tortoise deaths were not the result of the 
relocations. Coyotes were killing tortoises in more than 10 locations monitored throughout the Mojave Desert, 
the BLM document said. 

 



Review needed 

The analysis supported the government's plans to start moving tortoises as early as next month so the Army can 
use 94,000 acres for troop training. The public was given 15 days to comment on the document, rather than the 
more usual 30 days. 

The BLM analysis cites coyote predation research being done by Todd C. Esque, a Henderson, Nev.-based 
ecologist for the U.S. Geological Survey. 

Esque said Monday that he could not release the data because it is part of a study that isn't finished. Under 
USGS rules, the research still must be submitted for peer review -- a vetting by other scientists -- before it can 
be released, he said. 

"It's foolish to discuss this before it goes to other scientists and gets scrutinized," he said. 

He added that he verbally presented predation statistics at a symposium in Nevada last year, and that he believes 
his research shows that relocated tortoises face the same risk from coyotes as tortoises that aren't moved. 

Chris Otahal, a BLM biologist and program manager, said the bureau normally does not use such unfinished 
studies. He added that didn't learn until Friday that Esque's coyote predation study wasn't complete. 

By mid-afternoon Monday, BLM officials still had not determined their next step, Otahal said. 

Federal officials suspect that years of drought reduced the population of rabbits and other wildlife that coyotes 
normally eat. The coyotes apparently turned to tortoises as a food of last resort, the government says. Tortoises 
are listed as a species threatened with extinction and are protected by the federal Endangered Species Act. 

Extension requested 

Ileene Anderson, a biologist for the Tucson-based Center for Biological Diversity, said she sought reports and 
data that back up the government's conclusions about the coyotes, but the information had not been provided to 
her as of Monday afternoon. That makes it impossible for her to analyze predation data as part of her 
organization's official comments, she said. 

Anderson contends that relocating tortoises makes them more vulnerable to coyotes because they are under 
stress, in unfamiliar territory and haven't established underground to burrows protect them from predators and 
the elements. 

Some of the tortoise death statistics are included in a U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service analysis, but the document 
doesn't say when or how the tortoises in other areas of the Mojave died, Anderson said. 

"It seems this whole effort is premature," Anderson said. "It seems that they are just rushing this." 

Representatives of the Center for Biological Diversity, the Sierra Club, the San Bernardino Valley Audubon 
Society and three other environmental groups signed a letter asking the BLM to extend the public comment 
period by 60 days. 

Otahal said last week that the BLM opted for a 15-day period so the Army could resume relocating tortoises as 
early as September. Officials want to move 89 of the reptiles in September and October and another 1,143 
starting next spring. 
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