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A Message from our President Ron Berger
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At home in the desert

Desert tortoises (Gopherus
agassizii) live in the Mojave and
Colorado deserts in southeastern
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Our Redesigned Educational Kiosk Panels

Protected and threatened
with becoming endangered

The desert tortoise is a threatened species under the federal
jes Act ifori i

Act.

California, ,a
limited area in southwestern
Utah, and a small area in north-
western Arizona. The Colorado

The tortoise is.

Reptile. State and federal |

prohibit collecting, handling, harassment, and harm. Release of captive
tortoises is also prohibited. The be

ins of dead

Desert Tortoise
Research Natural Area

‘The Bureau of Land Management,
with the assistance of the Desert
Tortolse Preserve Commitee, Inc.,
formally established the Desert
Tortoise Research Natural Area in
1980 to protect the highest known
density of desert tortoises and
prime habitat in the western Mojave
Desert. The Natural Area covers

40 square miles of intact habitat
and more habitat has been set aside
along parts of the western and
eastern boundaries in recent years
(not shown on the map).

DesertTortoise
Research Natural Area

Population declines

Studies by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service and the U.S. Geological
Survey indicate that populations
are in severe decline throughout the
desert. Tortoises are lost through
llegal collecting, shooting, disease,
trampling by livestock, crushing

by recreation vehicles and when
crossing roads, and predation.
Habitat is degraded, burrows,

and food are lost from many
human-related activities.

Collecting Diseases

Recreation vehicles

Livestock

Roads Subsidized predators

Creosote bush
Larrea tridentata

collected.
Rivers marks the boundary.
Le.. : -1
the Natural A
decli inthe 1980's

f recovery

in 2012, because the Natural Area is protected from harmful
uses by a boundary fence. Unlike most of the geographic range,
populations here are substantially higher than elsewhere.

LeConte's Thrasher ﬁw
Toxostoma lecontel )

5

USE,

DESERT TORTOISE
__NATURALAREA
GRAZING, BICYCLE USE,
COLLECTING

=7

LIVESTOC

When can | see desert tortoises?

Tortoises
emerge

momnings
until noon

The only clutch in a dry year

SPRING

In March desert tortoises Y\
emerge from hibernation

and forage for food.

Clutches of eggs are laid

in spring and summer.

will be in spring.

SUMMER

From May through July,

the female usually lays eggs
in the tunnel of the burrow.
She digs a nest for 1 to 10
ping-pong ball sized eggs.

After incubation for 67 to 104
days, the silver dollar-sized
hatchlings break out of the
eggs and dig to the surface.
Their yolk sacs provide
nourishment after hatching.

Few, f any hatchiings survive
because of predation.

Females smaller
than males ~———

Springis the time for tortoises to eat,
especially when the wildflowers are
bountiful after winter rains. Tortoises
are herbivorous and selective in
choosing which plants to eat. They can't
eat shrubs or annual wildflowers that
are high in potassium. They prefer
succulent green wildflowers, especially

Tortoises Very early Tortoises
are out early momingsand | | enter
morningsand || less common estivation
late afternoon late in the day
Half-dome home

more than one burrow, ranging
2,50 10 feet in length.

N~
X o

Mojave rattlesnake
Crotalus scutulatus

Roommates

Tortoise burrows are important to many
desert animals as a permanent home or
as an escape from extremes of heat and
cold and protection from predators.
Dozens of birds, snakes, lizards, rodents,
foxes, insects, and spiders find refuge
there.

Black widow spider
with egg sac
Latrodectus besperus

Cool underground

Tortoises spend more than 90% of their

lives underground in self-dug burrows the

size and shape of the tortoise. Look for
half-dome shaped burrows under large
creosote bushes.

What is estivation?

Estivation occurs in summer and is
similar to hibernation. When quietin a
cool, deep burrow, the tortoise reduces
loss of water and saves energy.
Occasionally tortoises emerge at dawn
or just before dusk for short periods.
Summer thundershowers often trigger
emergence to drink.

Unlike some desert lizards, tortoises can not tolerate

high body

d

ly

reach 103°

Fand can die at 103°-109°F.

blazing star, aster, and forget-me-not
families. Among favored species are
dwarf milkvetch, locoweeds, lotus,
woody bottlewasher, field suncup,
lacy phacelia, and snake's head.

Snake's head
Malacothrix coulteri

Field suncup
Camissonia campestris
ssp. campestris

Woody

bottlewasher
Eremothera boothii

Layne’s

locoweed
Astragalus layneae

FALL

Mating occurs In late
summer and early fall.
Tortolses usually become
adults at 17 to 21 years,
but frequent droughts can
extend the time.

Hibernation begins in October.

WINTER

Desert tortoises spend 90 to 95%
of their lives underground in burrows
when food and water are unavailable,
and temperatures are freezing in
winter (hibernation) and very hot
in summer (estivation). Burrows
also are an escape from predators.
When droughts occur, tortoises
spend more time deep in burrows.

)

U
Wi

Enlarged /
chin glands

Large, uptumed
gular horn

Concav2 plastron

Tortoises are threatened in part because
their food supplies have been replaced
by non-native annual grasses, such as
Mediterranean grass, an abundant
‘species here The non-native grasses
and non-native mustards are similar

to garden weeds. The grasses and
mustards compete for soil moisture

and nutrients with native plants.

Mediterranean grass
Schismus barbatus

Stork's billis not a native species, but HOW-NATIVE SPECIES

an example of an introduced weed that

s eaten by tortoises. Weeds successfully

‘compete with forbs favored by tortoises.

Seeds of non-native grasses sprout early
and make use of nutrients before the
native wildflowers can grow and flower.
Grasses contain fewer nutrients than
the favored wildflowers and if the
tortoises eat them, they can lose

weight and critical nutrients.

Juveniles eating only grass do not

thrive and die. Non-native grasses

and mustards flourish in
disturbed areas. .
Stork’s bill
Erodium cicutarium
NNON-NATIVE SPECIES
Dwarf milkvetch P
Astragalus di
Istragalus didymocarpus -

var, didymocarpus

Hill lotus
Acmispon brachycarpus
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Great Basin whiptail
Aspidoscelis tigris tigris

The slender body and tail can
make a total length of 13 inches.
Hunting behavior includes
flicking the tongue, fast stops
and starts, moving the head
from side to side and digging.
The diet includes invertebrates
and small lizards.

Great Basin gophersnake Adults are usually around 5 feet
Pituophis catenifer deserticola

long and the color patterning
s similar to that of diamond
pattern of the Mojave and
other rattlesnakes.

When threatened, gophersnakes
rapidly twitch their tails,
imitating rattlesnakes. The
result can be a mistaken
identification! Mostly active at
dawn and dusk eating rodents,
rabbits, birds and bird eggs.

Western zebra-tailed lizard
Callisaurus draconoides rhodostictus

The total body length can be
9inches. This pale lizard gets its
name from the black and white
banded tail, can run very fast,
and tolerate hot temperatures.

The red racer is a slim, smooth-scaled snake and is very fast. Second

onlyin length to tolight
that Eats small

‘mammals, birds, bird eggs, lizards and snakes. Active during the day.

Itfeeds on small invertebrates % Red racer
and lizards. g Coluber flagellum piceus
h 3 N XV 2 =
Long-nosed LEREE
leopard lizard
Gambelia wislizenii

Mojave Desert sidewinder

The largest lizard here, the Crotalus cerastes cerastes

female body length can reach
almost 13 inches with the

male being smaller. The

spotted coloring determines

its name. Females have distinct
orange spots during the breeding
season. Dietincludes
invertebrates, rodents, lizards,
snakes and some plants.

Named for its unique way of locomotion.
Adults of this small pit viper are usually
12 to 18 inches long. The varled coloring
of the back scales blends with the soll,
camouflaging the snake as lies In wait
for its prey. Prey includes lizards and
small rodents.

Northern Mojave

rattlesnake
Crotalus scutulatus scutulatus

Heavy-bodied adults of this pit viper
are usually 18 to 40 inches long.
‘The diamond pattern along the back
s surrounded by shades of greens to
browns. The venom with 2 types of
toxins is injected by the fangs to
camouflaged. When threatened, subdue prey and for defense. Prey
itwill puff up and threaten with its includes mostly small rodents but
horms. Over 90% of s dietis ants. . pyacy HarvesterAnt also snakes and lizards and can be
v i active day and night.

Desert horned lizard
Phrynosoma platyrhinos

The wide flat body of the horned
lizard is unique among the desert
lizards. Pointed scales or “horns”
extend from the back of the head.
With its coloration, it is well




