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During fiscal year 2008, USDA APHIS Wildlife Services entered into an agreement 
with Fort Irwin Anny National Training Center. The main objective of Wildlife 
Services effOlis was to protect the threatened and endangered desert tOlioises from 
predation by coyotes in the South em Expansion Area of the Fort Irwin Deseli 
Tortoise Translocation Project. 

On May 19, 2008, an initial site visit was made by Wildlife Services employees. 
Wi ldli fe Services met with Fort Irwin employees to discuss the goals and 
expectations of the desert tortoise protection project but was denied pemlission to 
lethally remove coyotes until further notice. On May 20, 2008, Wildlife Services was 
given pennission to lethally remove coyotes and began setting equipment and 
spotlighting to initiate tOlioise protection from depredating coyotes. Fourteen padded 
foothold traps were set to target depredating coyotes, On May 21, 2008, an additional 
seven traps were set. On May 22, 2008, all foothold traps were removed. Due to 
adverse weather, no coyotes were removed at this time, 

On July 29,2008, Wildlife Services was again contacted by FOIi Irwin and requested 
to submit an estimate for two weeks of predator control. Wildlife Services wrote a 
cost estimate for a two week time peIiod and filed the appropriate NEP A paperwork 
to conduct predator control. On August 12, 2008 Wildlife Services met with the 
Deseret TOIioise Recovery group to discuss protection of the species, and it was 
detennined at this time that the recovery group was not ready to initiate predator 
control. 

On August 18,2008, a second si te visit was made and equipment was set. From 
August 18th through the 26th

, twenty-seven padded foothold traps were set. Two 
coyotes were removed during this two week control effort, one with padded foothold 
traps and the other by calling and shooting. One bobcat was captured in a padded 
foothold trap but was released unharmed upon discovery, On August 29, 2008, 
Wildlife Services completed the two week desert tortoise protection protect. 

Wildlife Services personnel spent a total of 253 hours conduction predator control 
efforts and associated administrative duties. A total of 182 trap nights, 10 call stands 
and three nights of spotlighting were conducted in an effort to remove coyotes in 
areas in and adjacent to desert tortoise translocation plots. A trap night is defined as 
one trap set for one night. Two traps set for one night would be considered two trap 
nights, etc, A call stand is an attempt to lure a predator to a specific location with the 
use of distress sounds in an attempt to remove an offending animal. Spotlighting is 
done by shining a spotlight fi'om a vehicle in an attempt to locate the eye shine of a 
predator and lethally removing that predator once positive identification can be made. 

On October 29,2008, Wildlife Services met with the Desert Tortoise Recovery group 
and it was detennine that a four year agreement be set to protect the deseli tOlioise 
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fi'om depredating coyotes. Wildlife Services has put together all necessary paperwork 
and posted the position in order to fulfill this agreement. 

During the 2009 fiscal year, Wildlife Services would like Fort Irwin, the Desert 
Management Group and the BLM Barstow Field Office to continue to monitor and 
report all depredation losses and coyote activity. Feel free to contact the San Luis 
District Supervisor, Eric Covington, at (661) 765-25 I I with any questions concerning 
the Fort Irwin Deselt TOItoise Protection Project. 

Eric Covington 
District Supervisor 
USDA Wildlife Services 
San Luis District, California 

Safeguardillg American Agricul/ure 

APHIS is an agency of USDA's Marketmg and RegulaLory Programs 
An Equal Opportunity Provider and Employer 

Federal Relay Service 
(VoicemY/ASCII/Spanish) 
1-800-877-8339 
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The Desert Tortoise Recovery Office (Service 2014) used these annual density estimates to 
evaluate range-wide trends in the density of desert tortoises over time.  This analysis indicates 
that densities in the Northeastern Mojave Recovery Unit have increased by approximately 13.6 
percent per year since 2004, with the rate of increase apparently resulting from increased 
survival of adults and subadults moving into the adult size class.  The analysis also indicates that 
the populations in the other 4 recovery units are declining:  Upper Virgin River (-5.1 percent), 
Eastern Mojave (-6.0 percent), Western Mojave (-8.6 percent), and Colorado Desert (-3.4 
percent; however, densities the Joshua Tree and  Piute Valley conservation areas within this unit 
seem to be increasing).  The following figure shows linear trends in the log-transformed densities 
in each desert tortoise conservation area by recovery unit.  Data for the Upper Virgin River 
Recovery Unit are from 1999 to the present; data for all other recovery units are from 2004 to the 
present. 

(I did not include your figure here but it will be in the biological opinion.) 

Allison (2013) also evaluated changes in size distribution of desert tortoises since 2001.  In the 
Western Mojave, Eastern Mojave,  and Colorado Desert recovery units, the median size of large 
individuals has increased, indicating less recruitment of younger (therefore smaller)the relative 
number of juveniles to adults indicates that juvenile numbers are declining faster than adults. In 
the Eastern Mojave, the number of juvenile desert tortoises is also declining, but not as rapidly as 
the number of adults (Allison, personal communication).  In the Western Mojave and Colorado 
Desert recovery units, the relative number of smaller desert tortoises is about half what it was in 
2001.  Taken together, these trends suggest fewer small desert tortoises are reaching sexual 
maturity, which may be explained because they comprise a smaller proportion of the population 
or possibly because their survival rates are relatively lower than those of adults.  Either 
possibility indicates that smaller size classes, like adults, are affected by ongoing threats; 
however, because most small desert tortoises die before reaching 180 millimeters in length, we 
do not know whether the reduced number of small animals has directly contributed to the 
observed declining trends in adults.  For instance, a small increase in adult mortality would have 
a much larger effect on adult densities.  None of these demographic rates have been measured in 
parallel with this study, so we cannot point to specific demographic rates that are associated with 
these overall population declines.In the Upper Virgin River Recovery Unit, trends in juvenile 
numbers are similar to those of adults, while in the Northeastern Mojave  Recovery Unit, the 
number of juveniles is increasing, but not as rapidly as are adult numbers in that recovery unit 
(Allison, personal communication). It is clear that juvenile numbers, like adult densities, are 
responding in a directional way, with increasing, stable, or decreasing trends, depending on the 
recovery unit where they area found.  
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As an aside, we have been including the following section in which we attempt to bring 
anthropogenic impacts into the acreages provided by habitat model.  In the March 2014 white 
paper, how did you use the model?  I.e., did you cut the acreage off at 0.5?  Do your numbers of 
desert tortoises reflect the loss of shown in Xian?  I was going to use the table in the March paper 
but I am concerned that we could be driving people (and ourselves) crazy if we are using all sorts 
of different methodologies.  The explanation under the table says we used “all” modeled habitat.  
To me, that implies we went all the way down to 0.1 and included impervious surfaces.  I think 
that would greatly inflate the estimated number of desert tortoises that are out there.  Which 
makes me wonder what value we used in the following table that has been in all our biological 
opinions.  Hmmm. 

The following table depicts acreages of habitat (as modeled by Nussear et al. 2009) within 
various regions of the desert tortoise’s range and of impervious surfaces as of 2006 (Xian et al. 
2009).  Impervious surfaces include paved and developed areas and other disturbed areas that 
have zero probability of supporting desert tortoises. 
 

Regions1 
Modeled Habitat 

(acres) 

Impervious Surfaces 
within Modeled 

Habitat 

Percent of Modeled 
Habitat that is now 

Impervious 

Western Mojave 7,582,092 1,864,214 25 

Colorado Desert 4,948,900 494,981 10 

Northeast Mojave 7,776,934 1,173,025 15 

Northeastern Mojave  3,013,677 378,497  

Eastern Mojave 4,763,257 794,546  

Upper Virgin River 232,320 80,853 35 

Total 20,540,246 3,613,052 18 
1The regions do not correspond to recovery unit boundaries; we used a more general separation of the range for this 
illustration. 
 

  

 

 

Comment [A1]: I used these same numbers from 
columns 2 and 3. I applied estimated 2004 and 2012 
densities for each recovery unit to the area in 
column 2 – area in column 3. The exception is that 
your table only has one recovery unit for both the 
Northeastern Mojave and Eastern Mojave; this was 
contemplated at one time, but the 2011 recovery 
plan has 5, not 4 recovery units. In the table, I 
indicate the numbers I used for the 2 separate RUs. 
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From: Allison, Linda
To: Ray Bransfield
Cc: Raymond Vizgirdas
Subject: Re: Question
Date: Monday, May 05, 2014 9:53:56 AM
Attachments: Questions to Linda about incorporating March 2014 into a BO_lja.docx

OK, I read your attachment and have provided some tracked changes. I no longer use the analysis of shifts in size of
 juveniles and just stick with trends in the proportion of juveniles relative to adults. Since this was only briefly
 touched on in the March 2014 paper, I added some Allison (pers comm) statements, if you really want them. I
 assume you should stick with the sentences that don't use the Allison (pers. comm.) citation, but provide them for
 your reading pleasure.

Finally, your concern about how I calculated areas for each recovery unit turns out to be unwarranted. I used exactly
 the same numbers as in your table (we both work with Cat, after all!), although your table is based on only 1
 recovery unit for both the Northeastern and Eastern Mojave recovery units. That was once considered but we went
 back to 5 recovery units for the 2011 recovery plan revision. (I added numbers to the table to show you how we
 now split out areas for Northeastern and Eastern Mojave RUs.) 

Again, let me know if any questions,

Linda

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Linda Allison
Desert Tortoise Monitoring Coordinator
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
Desert Tortoise Recovery Office
1340 Financial Blvd, #234
Reno, NV 89502
775-861-6324
Linda_Allison@fws.gov

http://www.fws.gov/nevada/desert_tortoise/dtro/dtro_monitor.html

On Mon, May 5, 2014 at 9:20 AM, Allison, Linda <linda_allison@fws.gov> wrote:
Hi Ray and Ray,

I will get to the attachment you sent, but wanted to answer a couple of the embedded questions now.

How did I get the population estimates for 2004 and 2012? The trend estimates give me specific density estimates
 for each year and in each recovery unit. I focused on the earliest starting year common to all recovery units (we
 had earlier data for Upper Virgin River, but for all RUs by 2004) and the latest year covered by our estimates
 (2012). To apply these tortoise densities for each recovery unit to areas outside of TCAs, I estimated the area of
 potential habitat based on Nussear et al. (2009). Their model assigns probability of occupancy to 100 ha grid
 cells. We only considered areas assigned a probability of occupancy > 0.5 as potential habitat (Liu et al. 2005),
 and removed any area identified as an impervious surface due to human construction activities (Fry et al. 2011).
 So density X area = population estimate. That this is extrapolating outside of the area I actually sampled, and
 there are actually probably fewer tortoises outside of TCAs than this method indicates, but this is a reasonably
 way to describe overall population changes. For instance, it shows how a population increase in the relatively
 small NE Mojave Recovery Unit does little to compensate for the absolute number of tortoises that must be gone
 when we apply the population trend for the Western Mojave to such a relatively large area.
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What summary information should be used for juvenile trends? I would definitely use the MOG summary sheet,
 not the earlier summary, although I haven't been able to find a copy of what I gave you. Until early 2014, I was
 trying to use nonparametric statistics to describe juvenile trends, but "non-parametric" means I can't estimate the
 parameter (the change in juvenile relative abundance). So I was able to describe whether trends went up or
 down, but not by how much - not very useful for wildlife conservation. Please use only my recent summaries
 because these will be consistent with the path forward from here.

I'll look at that attachment you sent now, but if you have questions about the stuff above, let me know,

Linda 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Linda Allison
Desert Tortoise Monitoring Coordinator
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
Desert Tortoise Recovery Office
1340 Financial Blvd, #234
Reno, NV 89502
775-861-6324
Linda_Allison@fws.gov

http://www.fws.gov/nevada/desert_tortoise/dtro/dtro_monitor.html

On Sun, May 4, 2014 at 8:55 AM, Ray Bransfield <ray_bransfield@fws.gov> wrote:

Linda,

Greetings.  We have a couple more biological opinions almost ready to roll out.  In them,
 we are summarizing the March 2014 trend white paper and using that summary to replace
 the info you gave us before in an email on trends.  That led me to wonder if we should
 use the short discussion in the March 2014 paper about recruitment to replace other info
 that we received from you via email during the Stateline consultation.  Last, I am
 wondering how you derived the overall numbers of desert tortoises from the March 2014
 paper. 

 

I attached this rewrite; can you take a look to see if it makes sense, please?  I did not try to
 do anything in terms of summarizing the table showing the overall numbers of desert
 tortoises; I have too many questions to start on that yet.

 

I will be out this week except for a brief time on Monday morning.  Maybe I can catch
 you to discuss before I take off.  Could you please send your thoughts to Ray V also?  We
 are hoping to move his biological opinion out the door a bit wheile I am on leave.

 

Thanks.
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The Other Ray

 

P.S.  Is it too early on Monday for me to ask questions like this?
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