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Lizard's valley habitat dwindling 
 

Protection sought for flat-tailed horned lizard 
 
Marcel Honoré 
The Desert Sun  

It's the small, reptilian Zen master of the Coachella Valley: a 4-inch long lizard that hides from 
predators by lying still on its belly to become “one with the sand,” as one local ecologist put it. 

Unfortunately, its camouflage act can't protect it from human encroachment. 

The flat-tailed horned lizard, a curious-looking reptile that resembles a miniature iguana, used to 
thrive in the local desert. 

Urban development, agriculture and off-road vehicle recreation, however, have invaded 95 percent of 
the lizard's historical valley habitat, according to University of California Riverside Palm Desert 
Graduate Center ecologist Cameron Barrows. 

“We really need to keep an eye on this one,” Barrows said recently as he scanned the dunes for 
tracks left by the lizards during an outing to a Thousand Palms preserve. 

That 2,000-acre area is the last place where the miniature lizards remain in the valley, Barrows said. 

Several conservation groups, including the Center for Biological Diversity, worry the species is 
trending toward extinction across its entire Sonoran Desert habitat, which includes southwestern 
Arizona and northern Mexico. 

The Coachella Valley Multiple Species Habitat Conservation Plan, enacted last year, aims to protect 
what's left of the flat-tailed horned lizard's dwindling local population. 

A recent federal court decision gives worried conservation groups reason to hope. 

In May, the U.S. 9th Circuit Court of Appeals ordered the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to reconsider 
listing the flat-tailed horned lizard as a threatened species under the Endangered Species Act. 

Adding the lizard would obligate Fish and Wildlife to protect its habitat from further development and 
make sure the species isn't pushed to “the brink of extinction,” said Ileene Anderson, a biologist at the 
Center for Biological Diversity. 

The court ruling follows efforts dating back to 1993 by groups such as Defenders of Wildlife and 
Center for Biological Diversity to convince the federal government to add the lizard to the Endangered 
Species Act. 

In that time, “habitat was lost where it could have been protected,” Barrows said. U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife estimates “man-made factors” have erased more than 1 million acres of the flat-tailed horned 
lizard's historic 4.9 million acre habitat, the recent court ruling stated. 
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“It's in more serious trouble than it ever has been in the past” with its numbers steadily declining in 
recent decades, Anderson said. 

It's important to protect even small species like the lizard because in the long-run, it's in the best-
interest for people, she said. 

“Humans rely on the ecosystem,” she said. “Species going extinct are like canaries in a coal mine. 
How many species can we lose before the whole thing starts falling apart?” 

Birds don't help 

Barrows keeps close watch over the species protected under the Coachella Valley multi-species plan. 
He logs an almost daily record of the species and their tracks that he finds in the rolling dunes of local 
conservation areas. 

Of the 27 protected species, Barrows said he worries most about losing the flat-tailed horned lizard. 

The 2,000-acre preserve sheltering the remaining local lizard population is bordered by Classic Club 
golf course and the Sun City Palm Desert gated community. 

Kestrels and other predatory birds use the palm trees and power poles planted along those 
developments as perches to pick off the lizards for food, Barrows said. 

Unlike the fringe-toed lizard — also protected by the multi-species plan — the flat-tailed horned lizard 
does not know instinctively to look up for birds since they're not its natural predators, he explained. 

In 2004, Barrows traced 10 flat-tailed horned lizards by harnessing them with small radio transmitters. 
The creatures are relatively easy to catch since they freeze in place when threatened, and the 
harness threads were designed to degrade gradually. 

Within several weeks, Barrows said, he found all 10 transmitters in the palm trees bordering Sun City.

The birds using the palm trees and poles create a “dead zone” about 100 meters wide along the 
preserve perimeter where the flat-tailed lizards don't live, Barrows said. 

If the lizards disappear from the Thousand Palms preserve, the species could disappear from the 
valley altogether, he said. The nearest population is found in Anza-Borrego, Barrows said. 

Mulling next step 

Federal officials have withdrawn the flat-tailed horned lizard from consideration for the Endangered 
Species Act three times since 1993, said Jane Hendron, spokeswoman for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service's Carlsbad office. 

A key reason, Hendron said, was the 1997 adoption of the “Flat-Tailed Horned Lizard Conservation 
Agreement” — a cooperative effort between seven state and federal agencies to address threats to 
the species and its habitat. 

The habitatwide protection under the agreement “can achieve conservation” and “preclude the need” 
to list the lizard as an endangered threatened species, Hendron said Wednesday. 

“The (Fish and Wildlife) service's goal is not just to add species to the list,” Hendron said. “We work to 
identify those species that are in need of the act's protection.” 
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Anderson countered that the conservation agreement doesn't offer sufficient protection because it's 
only a voluntary plan. 

The seven agencies “don't have any regulations to fall back on that requires they comply with it,” 
Anderson said Wednesday. 

The federal Bureau of Land Management “would have a significant responsibility under the law” to 
protect flat-tailed horned lizard habitat if it were added to the Endangered Species list, she said. 

Anderson said she's optimistic Fish and Wildlife officials will add the lizard to the list this time around. 
The court's order will force them to look at the most recent data to “calculate all the loss of habitat,” 
she said. 

U.S. Department of Justice and the Fish and Wildlife Service continue to weigh the May court 
decision and consider what their next step will be, Hendron said. 
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