
Desert tortoises in Tucson and Phoe-
nix aren't shielded by the Endangered
Species Act like their counterparts
around Las Vegas and in Southern
California's Mojave Desert.

But some environmentalists are work-
ing on a petition that would ask officials
to list Sonoran Desert tortoises under the
tough federal law. That could restrict
grazing, home-building, off-road vehicles
and other activities where the sluggish,
yet charismatic reptiles live.

Top tortoise experts meeting here this
weekend agree that urban growth and
non-native grasses pose threats to the
Sonoran population, but they don't nec-
essarily support the possible petition.

In 1990, the government decided
Mojave tortoises warranted listing, but a
year later it declined to protect the popu-
lation in the Sonoran Desert, east and
south of the Colorado River.

Several attendees of the 30th annual
meeting of the Desert Tortoise Council
said they were recently asked to review
a listing proposal from Forest Guardians.
The Santa Fe-based group's executive
director, John Horning, said the nonprofit
has been analyzing the species for two
years and will decide in the next few
months whether to file a petition.

"The status of the Sonoran Desert tor-
toise mirrors the status of the Sonoran
Desert," he said. "The rampant growth,
the drought, Border Patrol activities and
a litany of inappropriate land uses - from
grazing to off-road vehicle use - are all
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reasons to be very concerned."
Horning said a dozen other groups may

be involved in the effort, but he declined
to name them. Tucson's Center for Bio-
logical Diversity - whose petitions and
ensuing lawsuits have led to listing of
about one-quarter of the nation's 1,264
endangered species - said it is letting
Forest Guardians take the lead on
Sonoran tortoises.

Listing would affect land use

Were Sonoran tortoises to be listed,
they could affect land use across a broad
swath of Arizona south and west of a
line roughly extending from Kingman to
Phoenix to Tucson.

In Southern California, management of
tortoise habitat has been the subject of
bitter court fights among environmental-
ists, ranchers, off-road vehicle groups
and government agencies.

In Las Vegas, the tortoise has forced
developers to pay a $550-per-acre fee
to support habitat conservation in outly-
ing areas in exchange for the right to build
near the city. Pima County has devel-
oped a similar plan, but tortoises aren't
one of the 55 species the county is hop-
ing to cover with a federal permit.

Scientists say there are some big dif-
ferences in the ecology of Mojave and
Sonoran tortoises. Mojave tortoises tend
to live in valley bottoms and creosote
flats that are easily developed and prone
to off-road vehicle traffic. Sonoran tor-
toises, however, are found on more in-
accessible, boulder-strewn bajadas slop-
ing down mountains.

Tortoises in the Mojave also appear to
be more susceptible to an upper respira-
tory tract disease and, when they are
juveniles, more vulnerable to predation
by ravens because they don't blend in as
well with their surroundings. Sonoran
tortoises can also take advantage of the
monsoon, while those in the much drier
Mojave tend not to see the same surge
of puddles and plant growth in summer.

"The farther west you go, the less
likely they are to have a chance to eat
or drink in summer. It puts all of their
eggs, so to speak, in the spring basket,"
said Roy Averill-Murray, desert tortoise
recovery coordinator for the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service.

Averill-Murray, whose agency would
decide whether to list Arizona's tortoises,
said his "gut feeling" is the Sonoran popu-
lation isn't threatened enough to warrant
listing.

There's evidence tortoise numbers
have declined recently in Arizona, but
they may just be harder to find in a
drought, said Cecil Schwalbe, a U.S.
Geological Survey herpetologist.

Still, he said, man-made obstacles are
making it harder for tortoises to disperse
and spread their genes, while some rocky
hillsides are being developed.

"Where are we building our nice
homes? In the foothills," Schwalbe said.

Much of their range protected
It's true tortoises and their habitat are

being hurt right around Tucson and Phoe-
nix, but much of their range in the
Sonoran Desert is already protected,
said Bruce Taubert, assistant director of
the Arizona Game and Fish Department.
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"There's lots of other species who seem
to need protection more than the desert
tortoise," he said. "They seem to be do-
ing pretty well."

But wilderness areas that are supposed
to be strictly regulated are, in reality,
getting thrashed by the surge in activity
along the border, said Daniel Patterson
of the Center for Biological Diversity.

"Every day there's more and more
habitat for the Sonoran tortoise being
lost," said Patterson, who devotes about
half his time as an activist to conserva-
tion of the Mojave tortoise.

Across tortoise habitat, scientists are
especially worried about the spread of
non-native plants. Buffelgrass, for in-
stance, not only out-competes nutritious
native vegetation, but can also grow thick
enough to support fires that kill saguaros
and other desert plants - not to mention
tortoises - that never evolved with fire.

"As if things weren't bad enough,
Sonoran desert tortoises have yet an-
other problem to face," said Mark
Dimmitt, director of natural history at the
Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum, refer-
ring to buffelgrass.

The Desert Tortoise Council, sponsor
of the three-day meeting wrapping up
today, hasn't taken an official stance on
the potential petition, said board mem-
ber Tom Egan.

"Speaking personally," Egan said, "it's
a not a matter of if, but when" the
Sonoran tortoises get listed.


