
CALIFORNIA CITY, Calif. - This
town’s official mascot is the desert
tortoise, but job-hungry politicians were
willing to sacrifice territory sheltering
the endangered animals to land a 50-
to 100-worker automobile test facility.

When California City was founded
amid sagebrush and creosote bushes
100 miles north of Los Angeles in the
1960s, it was to be “the next Palm
Springs,” a garden spot in the Mojave
Desert.

That hasn’t happened. Four decades
later, the city’s motto is still “room to
grow.” Where founders imagined
100,000 residents, there are now
11,500 - if you count the prison. The
unemployment rate is about 10
percent.

When it was proposed about four
years ago, the $50 million Hyundai
Motor America test track was
wrapped in a habitat conservation
plan.

Hyundai brought in former Interior
Secretary Bruce Babbitt to champion
the plan as a wise balance between
conservation and economic
development. City officials pressed to
get it adopted quickly.

The result, according to a former
federal biologist and other critics, is a
flawed strategy for protecting
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tortoises.

Something is killing off the tortoises
around here at a pretty good clip,
research shows. A local conservation
group estimates that 8,000 to 12,000
remain in the western Mojave - down
significantly from a generation ago.

A potentially fatal upper respiratory
disease is circulating among the
tortoises. Critics say the plan’s
provision to move tortoises from the
track site next to other tortoises risks
spreading the disease.

The tortoises that are moved could also
die, conservationists say. The animals
tend to get scared and void their
bladders - losing life-saving moisture
wrung from desert plants.

Tim Thomas, a former U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service biologist who handled
the plan, said Hyundai and the city
presented it as “an economic
emergency.”

“They railroaded the process,” he said.
“In my perspective, the (plan) is an
utter failure.”

Hyundai officials refused to comment,
but former City Manager Jack Stewart
denies the charge.

“We worked with all the agencies
involved. We worked with all the
environmental concerns,” said
Stewart, a former developer.
“Everything was done according to the
law.”

Two national environmental groups,
the Center for Biological Diversity and
Defenders of Wildlife, sued to block
the plan, citing the fact that it had failed
to finalize crucial details, such as the
location of lands bought for
preservation by Hyundai.

To end the legal battle, Hyundai
agreed to buy and preserve 3,380
acres in exchange for developing
4,526 acres at the secretive test facility.
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