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Almost 2 dozen tortoise deaths
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The casualty toll mounts for desert tortoises relocated in the past month to a rocky desert area just east of the Calico
Mountains and south of Coyote Lake. 

In total, 23 tortoises have been killed by coyotes since the large-scale relocation, said John Wagstaffe, spokesman for the
National Training Center and Fort Irwin. 

Another 11 tortoises native to the area also were killed. 

About 800 desert tortoises were collected and moved out of an expansion area in late March near the National Training
Center at Fort Irwin. 

Several tortoises have survived attacks, but either lost limbs or suffered other wounds, Wagstaffe said. 

"Those numbers are higher than we expected," he said. "We think there's only a couple coyotes that have this taste for
tortoises." 

Researchers know the number of dead and injured tortoises because each animal was fitted with a radio transmitter. 

The tortoises are checked daily, Wagstaffe said. 

Fort Irwin officials have acquired a permit from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to kill the coyotes that have a penchant
for tortoise meat, Wagstaffe said. 

He could not confirm the number of coyotes that could be targeted. 

Ileene Anderson, a wildlife biologist with The Center for Biological Diversity, said the environmental group had
concerns that the tortoises would be susceptible to predators. The center wanted the Army to erect a fence surrounding the
relocation area to protect the tortoises, she said. 

Wagstaffe said he had no knowledge of the fence installation suggestion. 

Anderson said she believes a few factors related to the relocation could be contributing to the deaths. 

The relocated tortoises don't have burrows in which to hide from predators, and many may be crossing predators' paths
because they are on the move and trying to return to their home territory. 

In addition, the relocation occurred on the heels of a two-year drought. Consequently, the number of small mammals - such
as rabbits - that coyotes tend to prey upon has declined. 

"It's a sad set up for the tortoises," Anderson said. 

The effort to remove the tortoises from harm's way was initiated by the National Training Center and Fort Irwin, which is
expanding its borders in order to train soldiers being deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan. 

But by pushing its borders west and south, Fort Irwin is encroaching on areas occupied by the desert tortoise, which is
federally listed as a threatened species. 

Researchers requested that the exact relocation area not be made public because of a fear of poachers.


