
 

Some say the Army's plan leaves questions about how the reptiles will be 
protected.  
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The U.S. Army, moving 
closer to the long-sought 
expansion of its tank 
training center near 
Barstow into desert 
tortoise habitat, released 
its final report Thursday 
on how it will minimize 
harm from its large-
scale maneuvers on the 
federally protected 
reptile. 

The report, however, 
noted that a key finding 
in 2004 by federal 
wildlife officials that 
approved the 150,000-
acre expansion of the 
National Training 
Center at Fort Irwin may 
have been invalidated by 
a later court ruling in 
another case. 

In that case, U.S. 
District Judge Susan 
Illston in San Francisco 
ruled that the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service 
must consider the 
recovery of an 

endangered species and 
not just its survival 
when approving an 
action in what is called 
critical habitat, such as 
the case with the tank 
training center. 

"For this reason, the 
Army is currently 
reviewing what steps it 
must take," the report 
said. However, Ray 
Marler, director of 
strategic programs at 
Fort Irwin, and Don 
Reck, deputy field 
supervisor of the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife 
Service in Ventura , said 
that issue already has 
been resolved. 

While the Army didn't 
make any further 
changes to protect the 
tortoise, Marler said a 
reassessment conducted 
last year after the court 
ruling determined it 
would meet the higher 
recovery standard, in 

part, because the 
expansion affects 1 
percent of the reptile's 
critical habitat across the 
western Mojave Desert. 

Environmentalists 
disagreed. The 
expansion would stretch 
into more than 95,000 
acres considered crucial 
to the tortoise's survival, 
according to the report. 

"It would almost 
completely obliterate 
critical habitat in a very 
significant area ... where 
the tortoise is the most 
endangered," said 
Daniel Patterson, of the 
Center for Biological 
Diversity, whose lawsuit 
on another case drew 
Illston's ruling. 

The expansion, 20 years 
in the making, has been 
a politically charged 
debate between the 
military and 
environmentalists over 



what became known as 
"tanks vs. tortoises." 

The Army has said it 
needs the added space to 
train troops in brigade- 
and battalion-sized 
forces from bases across 
the country. The troops 
come to Fort Irwin to 
train against a home 
team that acts as the 
enemy. Training on the 
eastern expansion area 
could begin as early as 
April and not for another 
four years in the 
southwest area, Marler 
said. 

Environmentalists said 
the final 1,200-page plan 
still leaves questions 

about how the Army 
plans to protect the 
reptiles. 

Michael Connor, 
executive director of the 
Riverside-based Desert 
Tortoise Preserve 
Committee, said the plan 
did not include details 
on how the Army will 
relocate tortoises off 
expansion lands. That 
report was supposed to 
be developed 180 days 
after the wildlife service 
issued its approval last 
March. 

Marler said the Army is 
considering moving the 
tortoises onto 422,000 
acres of nearby grazing 

allotments and some 
former railroad lands it 
bought last year. 

Cattle, which can stomp 
on the reptiles and out-
compete them for food, 
have already been 
removed from those 
areas, he said. 

Moving tortoises is 
controversial because it 
is an emerging idea that 
has few real-life 
experiments backing it 
up, environmentalists 
say. However, the idea 
for Fort Irwin was 
approved by the federal 
wildlife service. 

   

 


