Problems in documenting population
trends of the desert tortoise

Documenting trends of a species that is widespread but sparse-
ly distributed can be difficult. Such is the case with the Mohave
Desert populations of the desert tortoise (Gopherus agassizii).
Desert tortoises occur over a huge area and can be abundant in
places. The listing of tortoises as threatened in 1990, because
surveys suggested that some populations were declining rapidly,
affected human activities in much of the desert Southwest.
However, questions have arisen regarding the survey methods
used before listing the tortoise.

Desert tortoises were studied at Joshua Tree National Park for
six years to establish baseline population estimates and docu-
ment changes over time (Freilich, J. E., K. P. Burnham, C. M.
Collins, and C. A. Garry. 2000. Factors affecting population
assessments of desert tortoises. Conservation Biology
14(5):1479-89). The researchers found that population estimates
that do not account for weather changes are likely to be mislead-
ing. Their estimates, based on weekly spring surveys, varied sub-
stantially, particularly during wet and dry years. They found that
apparent changes in population size were most strongly related to
changes in the susceptibility of capturing the animals. In dry
years the tortoises’ home ranges decreased, captures decreased,
and the effort required by the researchers to find each tortoise
nearly doubled. The researchers concluded that tortoises are
likely to be undercounted during dry years and that earlier stud-
ies conducted during droughts are probably not accurate, partic-
ularly if few tortoises were found.

The authors noted that the case of the desert tortoise may be
true for other wide-ranging species. They urged that the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service must ensure that listings of these species be
based on tested methods and reliable data. Survey techniques
must be carefully analyzed and reviewed to ensure that they are
sufficiently robust to encompass both temporal and spatial het-
erogeneity inherent in ecosystems. Otherwise, the credibility of
the Endangered Species Act can be challenged.





