the only Tortoise Preserve in the Southwestern
United States.

The Committee is also active in conservation
education. An Interpretive Center was erected
by the Bureau of Land Management after
extensive work on the design and content by
members of the Committee. This structure is
located at the entrance to the Natural Area, in
the southeast corner, 5 miles from California
City Blvd. on the Mojave-Randsburg Road. The
Interpretive Center, with kiosk containing
descriptive panels, shelter and benches, was
dedicated April, 1980. Self-guiding nature trails
are available. A naturalist is present during
spring months for protection and interpretation
of the Natural Area. The Committee conducts
guided tours here for schools, museums and
other groups in spring, after the tortoises emerge
from hibernation.

Since its inception in 1974, the Desert Tortoise
Preserve Committee has been supported in its
work by thousands of individuals, several
conservation organizations, wildlife groups and
scientists.

The Committee invites you or your organization
to join its supporters through active or
contributing membership. Membership includes
the quarterly newsletter “TORTOISE
T-R-A-C-K-S.” Write for information concern-
ing tours and programs or to send donations
and/or dues to:

Desert Tortoise Preserve
Committee, Inc.
P.O. Box 453
Ridgecrest, California 93556

Funds are raised through tax-deductible dues
and donations, illustrated lectures and the sale
of merchandise including tortoise-decorated
T-shirts, ceramic wind chimes, pendants and
bolo ties, stationery, patches, pins, etc. Products
can be ordered by writing to the above address.
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LOCATION

The Desert Tortoise Natural Area lies in the
northwestern Mojave Desert on the western
edge of the Rand Mountains in eastern Kern
County. It is northeast of California City — a
two-hour drive north from Los Angeles and one
hour and a half east from Bakersfield.

WILDLIFE IN THE
NATURAL AREA

This 39.5 square mile area of prime natural
habitat has the finest known populations of the
endangered desert tortoise which is the official
California State Reptile. The Bureau of Land
Management, U.S. Department of Interior, has
designated the Desert Tortoise Natural Area as
an “Area of Critical Environmental Concern.”

There are many other animals present including
the threatened Mohave ground squirrel, desert
kit fox, coyote, badger, jackrabbit, desert
woodrat, and kangaroo rat. Some of the lizards
present are the collared lizard, the side-blotched
leopard lizard, chuckwalla, and the western
whiptail. Examples of birds to be seen are the
cactus wren, LeConte’s thrasher, ash-throated
flycatcher, red-tailed hawk, and ladderback
woodpecker. Snakes common to the area are
coachwhip, gopher, sidewinder and Mojave
rattlesnake.

Wildlife is best observed in the spring months.
Some species are most abundant during years
when there are carpets of wildflowers as a result
of a wet winter. There are over 160 different
kinds of plants: desert candles, Mohave asters,
primroses, blazing stars, coreopsis, lupines,
phacelias, thistle sage and gilias, to name a few.
Among the flowering shrubs, the creosote bush
is conspicuous for its height and abundance,
and essential for providing shelter for wildlife.

THE ENDANGERED
TORTOISE

Within the desert’s fragile ecosystem, tortoise
populations are rapidly diminishing; in some
places they have disappeared. Losses are due
to vandalism, to raven predation, disease,
collections for pets (now illegal), and habitat
degradation. Habitat has been lost or damaged
from mining, livestock grazing, development of
desert lands for agriculture, sub-divisions, high-
ways, industrial uses and off-road vehicle use.

Tortoise populations grow slowly because of
their low reproductive potential. Females do not
breed until 15 to 20 years old and then may
lay clutches of eggs only when adequate forage
is available. Also, survival of juveniles is low,
only 2-3 per 100 hatched may live to become
adults.

THE DESERT TORTOISE
PRESERVE COMMITTEE

The Committee, a non-profit organization, is
composed of private citizens who are deeply
concerned for the welfare of wild tortoise
populations throughout their geographic range.
Founded in 1974, the Committee’s first goal
was to protect the habitat in the Natural Area
and to define the boundaries with a fence. This
goal was achieved in 1977 when the Bureau
of Land Management installed a mesh fence
around most of the perimeter. The fence does
not restrict movement of the tortoises and other
wildlife because it is raised 10 to 12 inches off
the ground.

The Committee’s current goals are: 1) to ensure
the continued survival of the tortoise in the
Natural Area and western Mojave Desert; 2) to
raise funds for purchasing private parcels of land
within the Natural Area; 3) to preserve habitat
and animals, and 4) to educate the public. In
1974, 14 square miles of habitat had to be
acquired. Since that time, the Desert Tortoise
Preserve Committee, Bureau of Land Manage-
ment, and Califonia Department of Fish and
Game have acquired about 8 square miles. The
Nature Conservancy has negotiated most
private land purchases. About 6 square miles
of small private parcels remain to be acquired.
Acquisition of these private lands will complete

DO NOT RELEASE CAPTIVE TORTOISES!

tortoises.

It is illegal to release captive or pet tortoises
in the desert or in the Natural Area. They
may carry diseases and already appear to
have transmitted lethal illnesses to the wild

Also pets do not adjust to the desert and
will probably die due to lack of food,
water, proper burrow preparation or be
easy prey to predators. Under the Endan-
gered Species Act, release of captive
tortoises is illegal.




