
8. ENDANGERED SPECIES: Army moves to resume controversial tortoise relocation program 
(02/12/2009) 

April Reese, E&E Western reporter 

Four months after suspending a controversial program to relocate desert tortoises from an expanding California Army base due to high mortality rates, 
federal officials are considering relaunching the program this spring. 

The Fort Irwin National Training Center, west of Barstow, Calif., is required to move the federally endangered tortoises to protect them from being harmed by 
training exercises in the expansion area, much of which lies within critical habitat for the tortoise. 

The military hoped to move the first 770 tortoises to federal lands in the Mojave Desert last spring but stopped the effort after 90 of the 556 relocated 
tortoises died, mostly due to predation by coyotes in their new environment. The Army's "take" permit from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife allowed for the demise 
of 138 tortoises. Some tortoises were hit by vehicles as they tried to return to their home range on the base. 

"They were basically coming up on their take limit for the entire translocation project," said Ileene Anderson, a biologist with the Los Angeles office of the 
Center for Biological Diversity. In all, the program aims to move a total of about 1,783 tortoises. 

Now, BLM and the Army are putting together a new translocation plan. BLM and the Department of Defense announced the opening of a 15-day comment 
period last week to gather public input on what should be included in the new plan. 

Mickey Quillman, BLM's Barstow Field Office resources branch chief, said the bureau, the Defense Department, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the 
California Department of Fish and Game will use the information, along with "experience gained" in the translocation effort last spring, to develop the new 
plan and an environmental assessment of it. 

The environmental assessment is expected next month, and a final translocation plan should be out by later in the spring, which is the best time to move the 
animals, according to the announcement. 

A recent analysis by the U.S. Geological Survey found an uptick in coyote predation on tortoises 
in several areas in California and Nevada, most likely because drought in the Mojave Desert has 
reduced other prey populations. USGS is scheduled to present its analysis of tortoise deaths at a 
symposium in Nevada later this month. 
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FWS has said the translocation effort was not responsible for the tortoise deaths at the new site 
near Fort Irwin. But Anderson said some tortoises native to the relocation site carried a respiratory 
tract disease that could spread to the new arrivals. "We're very concerned about the host 
population having these diseases," she said. "And because of the higher population density, with 
the new tortoises added to the population, there's more likelihood of a disease outbreak." 

A lawsuit filed by the center last summer over the translocation program, which calls for moving 
tortoises from two expansion areas in the southern and western areas of the base, is still pending. 

Anderson said she hopes the new translocation plan will be more scientifically based than the 
existing one. For instance, it is widely known that moved tortoises will try to return to their home 
site for the first two years after translocation, so erecting fences would be advisable -- a measure 
that could also reduce predation, she said. "I do think that it's a good thing that they're going back 
and re-evaluating the efficacy of translocation, because it was a debacle this time," she said. 
"Hopefully, they will implement known remedies to this, and also look at the actual need to 
translocate all these tortoises." 

The base has changed its training operations and may no longer need all of the expansion lands it was granted by Congress in 2001, she added. Calls to the 
Fort Irwin Training Center were not returned by press time. 

Anderson and other critics say the species cannot afford further losses. According to Defenders of Wildlife, the number of desert tortoises has decreased by 
90 percent since the 1950s (Land Letter, Sept. 18, 2008). 

Studies in 2004 and 2005 suggest that desert tortoise populations continue to decline, particularly in the western portion of the tortoise's range. The desert 
tortoise is found in parts of the Mojave Desert of Arizona, Southern California, southern Nevada and southwestern Utah. 

In the Federal Register notice for a new recovery plan issued by FWS last August, the agency acknowledged that the main threats to the tortoise "continue to 
affect the species." Those primarily include various land uses, ranging from military exercises to habitat loss and fragmentation from urban development to 
off-highway vehicle use, road-building and mining. Disease and an increase in wildfires from the spread of invasive plants in the Mojave Desert have also 
contributed to the downward spiral, according to FWS (Land Letter, Aug. 7, 2008). 

The Fort Irwin expansion lands, which total about 133,000 acres, contain some of the densest tortoise populations left in the western Mojave Desert 
Recovery Unit, Anderson noted. 

April Reese writes from Santa Fe, N.M. 

Advertisement 

The Mojave population of the tortoise was listed under the 
Endangered Species Act in 1990. Photo courtesy of FWS.
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