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Remarks on the Anniversary of  the Desert Tortoise Preserve Committee  

By Founding Board Member Dr. Kristin Berry 

In the early 1970s, I realized that no protected place existed for desert tortoises in the western Mojave Desert. 
Having grown up at China Lake, north of the Natural Area, The desert was a part of my life--the wildflowers, 
the wide expanses of land and views, and of course the tor-
toises, lizards, and other wildlife. So, I looked for a place 
with prime habitat and high population densities of tortoises, 
rich in wildflowers and relatively undisturbed by the growing 
use of recreational vehicles. Yes, I had a vision of land pro-
tected for tortoises in perpetuity, and for others to experience 
what is so important for all of us, a wild place where wild 
animals thrive. 
 
After learning that the U.S. Bureau of Land Management ad-
ministered most non-private lands with suitable habitats 
where tortoises were abundant. I approached District Manag-
er, Lou Boll, of the Bakersfield District about setting aside 
prime land for tortoises in the Fremont Valley and Rand 
Mountains, eliminating sheep grazing, vehicle use, and min-
ing exploration. After much discussion and obtaining re-
quired letters of support from professors, universities and 
other sources, the Bureau agreed to set aside a township or 36 
square miles in the checkerboard of mixed public and private 
lands. We recognized that acquiring the private inholdings would be a challenging, long-term effort. By fall of 
1973, the site was identified in a published BLM management plan. The set aside lands were a beautiful place, 
abundant with wildflowers and tortoises, where, if you were there at the right time of day in spring of a good 

wildflower year, you could see several tortoises, often at once.  
 
During those early years, the Desert Tortoise Preserve Committee formed with 
a goal of spearheading a Desert Tortoise Preserve, drawing on residents from 
Boron, California City, Bakersfield, and Ridgecrest for the Board of Trustees. 
Over the course of a few years, with Lou Boll and the Committee in close coor-
dination, the BLM obtained funds for the fence to keep out sheep and vehicles, 
and for construction of the interpretive kiosk, access road, and other facilities. 
In spring of 1980, we celebrated the formal designation of the Desert Tortoise 
Research Natural Area by Congress, in a ceremony at the Natural Area. None 
of this would have happened without the initial request to Lou Boll and former 
State Directors, Russ Penny and Ed Hastey, as well as the change in direction 
for public lands that came with passage of Federal Land Policy and Manage-
ment Act in 1976. The Committee played a major role in establishing the Natu-
ral Area, created a massive outreach program, stimulated the BLM to construct 
the protective perimeter fence, prepared the panels for the kiosk, and raising 
funds for a fence and land acquisition.   
 
This spring, 40 years after the initial celebration, we planned to celebrate the 

combined accomplishments of the BLM and Desert Tortoise Preserve Commit-
tee by replacing the old educational panels with new panels, full of the latest 
information about tortoises, habitat, and other animals so important to the west-

ern Mojave ecosystem. Laura Stockton spearheaded development of the panels with assistance from Rachel 
Woodard and me. We prepared the subject matter and the artist developed the artwork for the panels. We are 
fortunate to have such a long-term partnership with the Bureau of Management and the many volunteer services 

provided by Committee members.        

Picture from 1978 Los Angeles Times article highlighting 
the Preserve, work by Dr. Berry and additional land pur-
chased through work of the Nature Conservancy and the 
DTPC. From the DTPC archives. 

Bureau of Land Management State 
Director James Ruch (left) and Con-
gressman Bill Thomas at the ribbon 
cutting ceremony officially opening 
the Preserve. From the DTPC ar-
chives. 
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On Sunday, March 29th we had planned to assemble at the Desert Tor-

toise Research Natural Area in California City, for a day of celebration 

including our dedicated board, members, and volunteers. New educa-

tional panels were to be unveiled, nature hikes were to be taken, and 

conversations of accomplishments completed and goals moving for-

ward were to be had. Yet due to the global pandemic, this celebration 

needed to be postponed. So we decided to bring the celebration to you! 

In this special edition of Tortoise Tracks you will find remarks by 

founding member Dr. Kristin Berry and DTPC President Ron Berger 

about our history, accomplishments, and goals moving forward. We 

have included the content from our beautiful new educational panels  - 

subject matter prepared by board members Dr. Kristin Berry, Laura 

Stockton, and Rachel Woodard, and artwork by Chris Barela - for your 

viewing . We are looking forward for everyone to see these new panels 

in person at the Natural Area very soon! We hope you and yours are 

safe and healthy during these uncertain times.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Land Monitors Needed - Help Us Manage Our Lands! 

We are still seeking land monitors for our 2020 season to assist with 
our annual monitoring efforts. Monitoring will occur primarily during 

cooler months (October ï Dec.) and can occur during weekdays or 
weekends. We will provide all training necessary. We guarantee youôll 
have a fun, productive time and the work you do will be of unquestion-

able value! If you are interested in any of the above opportunities 
please contact our Preserve Manager, Dr. Slabach at dtpc@tortoise-
tracks.org 

Our 2020 Photography Contest 
Our 2020 Photography Contest is still on with monetary awards for the 

best photos in six categories:  Desert Tortoises, Landscapes, Close-up 

Flowers, Other, Birds, and Mojave Ground Squirrels. The following are 

requirements:  the photograph must be taken on the Desert Tortoise Re-

search Natural Area, with 600 dpi (higher preferred), and provided by 

electronic mail in .jpg format as single photos or as a collection in a zip 

file to photocontest@tortoise-tracks.org by June 10, 2020.   
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A Message from our President Ron Berger 

What unusual times we live in! Times none of us have any reasonable experience dealing with, or frame of ref-
erence for. I write this piece on Sunday, March 29th, the very day I was planning on welcoming you to the 
DTRNA for our 45th Anniversary celebration. We debated long and hard about how we would handle the crowd 
ï where we would park all of your cars, and similar logistics issues. Instead, BLM has ordered the DTRNA shut 
down, and Iôm ósheltering-in-placeô per the Governorôs orders. So, weôre publishing this newsletter. And what 
follows is an edited version of the remarks I would have delivered on March 28th at our Annual Meeting. 
See you all next year. Stay safe. 
 

Remarks regarding our anniversary:  
The DTPC was founded in 1974 to promote the welfare of the Desert 
Tortoise in its native wild state in the southwestern U.S., to establish one 
or more preserves where habitats and ecosystems will support it, and to 
provide and disseminate information, education and research regarding 
ecosystems critical to the Desert Tortoise and associated plant and ani-
mal species. These have grown to include the Mohave Ground Squirrel, 
the Barstow Woolly Sunflower and the Burrowing Owl. Our mission also 
includes developing and implementing programs for the preserves, and 
fostering and publicizing the uses of these preserves for recreation, re-
search, education and conservation. 
 

We are very proud of the work we have accomplished, chief among 
which is, with the tremendous help and ongoing support of BLM, the 
creation of and the building of the Natural Area, a place where the tor-
toise is protected by our fencing, signing and monitoring. In 1972, the 
Natural Area was comprised of 1,280 acres and by 1992, it had expanded 
to 25,568 acres. By 2002, to 27,944 acres and currently, including areas 
adjacent to the DTRNA, to 29,991 acres (map to right). 
 

Letôs discuss a few major issues we face in protecting the tortoise. Cli-
mate change represents a challenge. Therefore, in 2015, your Board cre-
ated a map showing how we might, with the help of BLM, CDFW, do-
nors and friends, expand the Natural Area to include connecting corridors 

to cooler areas for tortoises, Mohave ground squirrels, and other threat-
ened or endangered species (map below).  
 

At our last annual meeting, I described how we are all aware of the explo-
sive growth in raven populations, particularly in the California desert, and 
of the impact this has had on desert tortoise populations. Letôs be abun-
dantly clear ï our opinion is that ravens may be and quite likely are the 
single most prolific killers of JUVENILE desert tortoises. I told you that 
The Coalition for a Balanced Environment (CBE) was formed in late 
2015. Its primary goal is to accelerate raven man-
agement and control efforts in the California de-
sert to preserve the diminished desert tortoise 
population. The CBE works to build awareness 
of the issues, and to accelerate enforcement of 
existing local raven management ordinances. 
CBEôs objectives are: to reduce human subsidies 
associated with raven population growth, acceler-
ate raven management and control, and advocate for changes in federal 
and state laws to permit active raven population control measures. Some 
time ago, we received a letter of support from then Lieutenant Governor 
Gavin Newsom.  
 

The Desert Tortoise Research Natural Area 
with Bureau of Land Management Proper-
ties (green), California Dept. of Fish and 
Wildlife (purple), and DTPC properties 
(pink). DTPC additional fencing is depicted 
by the thick black lines. 

Map of expansion area (outlined in purple) 
including the established Natural Area 
(outlined in blue).  



I am proud to tell you that your DTPC imagined, conceived, funded and 
launched the CBE. We seek other organizations to join our effort. Iôm 
pleased to report that the Desert Tortoise Council joined DTPC as a CBE 
member, awarded the CBE a grant and, in 2018, recognized us with the 
James A St. Amant Special Award for our óoutstanding leadershipô. CBEôs 
members today include: The Turtle Conservancy, The Living Desert in 
Palm Desert and The Nature Conservancy nationally.  
 

On Saturday, February 15th, I was privileged to join Tom Egan of Defend-
ers of Wildlife and a group of others on a 90 minute flight over DTRNA, 
Red Rock Canyon State Park, and surrounding areas. I must share with you that observations made on this trip 
have affected me deeply, and will surely alter my views as to the action steps which must be taken to protect the 
tortoise, Mohave ground squirrel, burrowing owl and other desert inhabitants. I will share with you Tomôs com-
ments (made public on social media) on our observations below.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ñWhatôs different about these pictures? The first, on the left, is intact desert tortoise habitat protected within the 
fenced and patrolled Desert Tortoise Research Natural Area. The second, on the right, is highly degraded criti-
cal habitat designated by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for the desert tortoise within the Rand Mountain 
Area of Critical Environmental Concern managed by the U.S. Bureau of Land Management, located immediate-
ly to the north. 
 

The one place in the entire Mojave portion of the California Desert where secure, protected reproduction of the 
threatened desert tortoise is occurring and where USFWS-developed recovery objectives under the Endangered 
Species Act are being met, is the Desert Tortoise Research Natural Area and on public lands managed by the 
Desert Tortoise Preserve Committee in partnership with the U.S. Bureau of Land Management north of Califor-
nia City. And importantly, its not even designated as critical habitat for this imperiled species! How has this 
been accomplished? By getting rid of unauthorized off-road vehicle use and eliminating cattle and domestic 
sheep grazing by installing fencing. 
 

BLM is charged with recovering threatened and endangered wildlife. The use of a critical habitat designation is 
intended to inform the involved federal agency with respect to how to authorize uses of our public land that fur-
ther recovery of listed species like the desert tortoise, to a point where it can be removed from its protective list-
ing. Out of six critical habitat units in the California Desert, only one, the Chuckwalla Bench, is considered rel-
atively stable, barely holding its own in the face on impending climate change impacts to its way of life. And 
again, the only place where secure, protected tortoise reproduction is occurring is the Natural Area. 
 

On the other side of the spectrum, the tortoise population within the Fremont-Kramer critical habitat unit desig-
nated for desert tortoise, which is located north and east of California City and the Natural Area (such as the 
Rand Mountains-Fremont Valley Area of Critical Environmental Concern), has been analyzed extensively by 
Defenders. It appears from this analysis that our state reptile, Agassiz's desert tortoise, will be extirpated 
(GONE) from the wild within the Fremont-Kramer unit, in 20 years. This is not rocket science. With this re-
search and predicted future outcome in mind, Defenders believes the classification/status of Agassiz's desert tor-
toise should be upgraded to ENDANGERED, within the western Mojave Desert at the very minimum.ò  
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Recently, our very own DTPC joined the Desert Tortoise Council and Defenders of Wildlife in a petition to 
change the status of the Agassizôs desert tortoise in California from its current óThreatenedô to óEndangeredô. 

We view this as an essential step towards increased public awareness and protection of the tortoiseΦ 
 
Tom Egan forecasts that desert tortoise will be functionally extinct in 20 years. Sadly, it may be so today. In a 
not yet published study performed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, which they will qualify endless ways a 
number of 3D created techno-torts were loaded with transmitters and sensors. They were placed in random loca-
tions in the Fremont-Kramer Critical Habitat Area. After one year, they found that ñ[r]aven interaction with 
techno torts indicated that juvenile tortoises have a 1 in 3 chance of being óvisitedô (which likely equates to 
[being] preyed upon) by a raven EACH WEEK, and thatéwill reduce a population of 1,000 juvenile tortoises to 
zero in 40 weeks.ò In conclusion, the US Fish and Wildlife Service concludes that the likelihood that any juve-
nile tortoise in the wild or at least at Fremont-Kramer, will survive even one year, is less than zero! In other 
words, a desert tortoise might survive another 50 or 100 years, but like Lonesome George, he or she will be 
alone, unable to find a mate, and even if it does, unable to see its eggs ever turn into adults. 
 
We simply canôt allow this to happen. On multiple fronts, OHV, ravens, sheep grazing, invasive species, we ï 
the DTPC ï are actively engaged in solutions that, taken together, will turn this situation around. Please under-
stand when we keep a number of our initiatives confidential because many of these would likely be undermined 
by forces on the other side. Please help us. We need support ï volunteers ï capital ï and most especially dona-
tions to our permanent endowment. Please help where and if you can. To accomplish our objectives, to grow the 
Natural Area, to stop the ravens, etc., we have mounted an ambitious fundraising program which, with your gen-
erous support,  is raising the funds needed to acquire, fence, protect and manage the expanding Natural Area. 
 
We are a large land owner and land manager and steward, but we are a small, cash poor organization. Today, 
however, thanks to the generosity of our board, our members, our friends and most importantly you, we have 
grown our permanent endowment from a modest $5,000 in 2015, to over $317,000! Our goal is to grow the per-
manent endowment to $5 million and higher. At $5 million, even at 3% interest; the endowment would generate 
$150,000 annually, covering roughly half our annual operating budget. But equally as important a contribution 
you could make to this organization and the important work that we do, would be to refer or sponsor 3, 4,5 or 
more friends that are not yet members to join us and become members just like you. We need new blood ï and 
whatever you can do to get the word out is very welcome and most appreciated. In addition to raising capital, we 
are regularly reaching out to private land owners who own properties in the óexpansion areaô, to see if they 
might donate their lands to us. 

É Brittany Slabach 

Spring Work Party 

On Saturday, March 14, nineteen volunteers gath-
ered at the DTRNA for our spring work party. Vol-
unteers worked to clear trails, clean up the kiosk 
and parking area, and assist in a variety of other 
necessary maintenance tasks. We were greeted by 
two tortoises as well! A juvenile and adult both 
came out to enjoy the sun which was a wonderful 
welcome site.  
 
Volunteers drove a total of 4,228 miles to partici-
pate and included long-time and new volunteers. 
Overall it was a wonderful day of stewardship! Spe-
cial thanks to volunteers Judy Fair-Spaulding, Craig 
Bansmer, Bonny Ahern, John Krafczyk, Linda 
Huffman, and Michael Thamann for their assistance 
in planning and preparation.  
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