
New Smithsonian Study Re-

veals Reduced Effectiveness of 

Translocation on Vulnerable 

North American Species 

In April, U.S. Marines in Cali-

fornia completed a mission 

years in the making. In order to 

establish a new training center, 

they arranged for biologists 

to carefully transfer 1,100-

some desert tortoises, a threat-

ened species, from one area to 

another. 

While it may have been a pecu-

liar project for the marines, the 

method—known as transloca-

tion—has previously been un-

dertaken to mitigate the effect 

of solar energy farms and other 

developments on tortoises 

throughout the region. And it’s 

a common practice for the 

preservation of other species as 

well. On the surface, such 

translocations constitute a val-

uable effort to protect animals 

facing habitat loss or other 

dangers. Now, however, newly 

published research suggests 

that the technique may not be 

as effective as some have as-

sumed, at least where the tor-

toises are concerned. 

After a translocation effort—

whatever the species in-

volved—researchers normally 

evaluate a handful of important 

indicators: Are the animals 

healthy? Are they finding food 

and establishing home ranges? 

Are they reproducing? In some 

species, however, that last 

question begets another, one 

that has rarely been studied in 

any depth: Are males and fe-
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Desert Tortoise Paternity Assignments Highlight 
Unexpected Shortcomings of  Common 
Conservation Strategy 

Two male desert tortoises square off to fight near the United States Army’s Fort Irwin 

Army National Training Center. According to the study’s authors, translocated males 

may not be breeding because resident males are competitively excluding the new males. 

Photo by Joel Strong. 
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continued on Page 3 

males reproducing at the same 

rates? If not, even a successful 

move may be disrupting a spe-

cies in otherwise unnoticed 

ways. 

In 2012, a group of research-

ers—including Kevin P. 

Mulder and Robert C. 

Fleischer of the Smithsonian 
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Letter from the Editor 
Included in this better-late-

than-never issue of the Desert 

Tortoise Council Newsletter 

are articles about two recent 

publications featuring the use 

of genetic techniques, several 

important announcements 

from the Desert Tortoise 

Council, and a list of recent 

publications (since our last 

accounting in Issue 41[1]). This 

issue also features bios for two 

of our Board of Directors of-

ficers—Becky Jones and Joe 

Probst—who serve critical 

roles.  

In February 2018, I will assume 

responsibilities as Chair of the 

Desert Tortoise Council Board 

of Directors and will be step-

ping down from my position as 

Editor of the Newsletter. That Photo by Heather Parks 

said, the Board of Directors is 

looking for a qualified person 

who could take on those re-

sponsibilities. If you have an 

interest, please contact me!  

 

 

 

Michael Tuma 

michaeltuma@deserttortoise.org  

Ed LaRue spent an eventful 

day representing the Desert 

Tortoise Council in Circle Park 

in Kernville, California for the 

Bioregions Festival during the 

2017 Earth Day celebration on 

April 22, 2017. According to 

the event organizer, the Biore-

gions Festival has occurred 

continuously, mostly at the 

nearby Kern River Preserve in 

Weldon, since 1992. U.S. For-

est Service, California State 

Parks, California Department 

of Fish and Wildlife, Kerncrest 

Audubon, The Wildlands Con-

servancy, Keepers of the Kern, 

Friends of the California Con-

dor Wild and Free, and several 

other environmental organiza-

tions interfaced with several 

hundred visitors during the day

-long event located just 100 

yards from the engorged Kern 

River. A local rafting spokes-

person indicated there had not 

been so much water in the 

Kern River since 1986, and 

that Lake Isabella has mostly 

filled up after near-depletion 

from prolonged drought con-

ditions. 

Desert Tortoise Council Board 

of Directors member Ed 

LaRue stationed a shade cano-

py and products table, and 

spoke to more than 100 inter-

ested members of the public. 

At a nearby tent, two volun-

teers with The Wildlands Con-

servancy were displaying a pet 

desert tortoise. LaRue sold 

about $160 worth of merchan-

dise including t-shirts, coffee 

mugs, stickers, and bandanas 

sporting the Desert Tortoise 

Council’s tortoise logo. The 

Council has rarely attended 

such events, but in the spirit of 

public outreach this may be the 

first in a series of such events, 

as Board member Mari Quill-

man intends to perform a simi-

lar service at The Wildlife Soci-

ety’s annual meetings in Albu-

querque, New Mexico in Sep-

tember 2017. 

DTC Attends 26th Annual Kern River Valley 
Bioregions Festival  

More than 100 members of the public attended the Bioregions 

Festival in Kernville, California on April 22, 2017. 

Children showed their appreciation for desert tortoises by wearing 

their favorite tortoise attire to the Bioregions Festival. 

mailto:michaeltuma@deserttortoise.org
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The Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute study is the first to use genetic 

methods to look at whether males of a translocated population are successfully 

reproducing and integrating their genes into a resident group. Photo by Andrew 

Walde. 

Conservation Biology Insti-

tutes’ Center for Conservation 

Genomics—set out to do just 

that. As they explain in a paper 

about their 

work published recently in the 

journal Biological Conserva-

tion, their sample population 

was another group of Agassiz’s 

desert tortoises that had been 

moved four years before from 

one area near Fort Irwin in 

California to another.  

While translocation efforts 

sometimes shift animals into 

areas uninhabited by others of 

their own kind, there were 

already established “resident” 

tortoises living in the new re-

gion. The researchers could see 

that both the translocated and 

resident females were laying 

eggs, but it wasn’t immediately 

clear whether the two popula-

tions were mingling. 

The paper’s authors suggest 

that it might have something to 

do with dominance hierarchies 

(above, two males fighting) 

among the members of the 

species. (Joel Strong) 

To find out, they undertook a 

form of analysis known 

as microsatellite genotyping, a 

technique that’s also used in 

human paternity testing and 

forensics. As Fleischer told me, 

microsatellites are “highly vari-

able” genetic sites in an organ-

ism’s genetic code. “Every 

individual is going to have their 

own DNA fingerprint if you 

look at more than a few of 

these markers combined. 

They’re so variable that virtual-

ly every individual that we sam-

pled would have a different 

genotype across the 16 markers 

that we used,” Fleischer said. 

To determine who had fa-

thered the 92 tortoise hatch-

lings, the researchers used a 

process of elimination. They 

had gathered genetic data for 

most of the translocated males, 

but just a third of the resident 

males. Using that data, they 

found that 35 of the hatchlings 

had resident tortoise fathers. 

They couldn’t find a match for 

the remaining 57—which 

meant it was most likely they 

were also fathered by resident 

tortoises, just ones that hadn't 

had their genetics scanned. 

In other words, while the 

translocated female tortoises 

seemed to be reproductively 

healthy, the translocated males 

were having no luck at all. 

While the translocated female 

tortoises seemed to be repro-

ductively healthy, the translo-

cated males (above) were hav-

ing no luck at all. (Walde Re-

search & Environmental Con-

sulting) 

It’s hard to say why the translo-

cated males have seemingly 

been excluded from the breed-

ing pool. “These males were 

still alive and living around the 

females, they just apparently 

weren’t getting any of the mat-

ings, or the matings weren’t 

working,” Fleischer says. Apart 

from a very slightly smaller 

average size, however, there 

was relatively little to distin-

guish them from the residents. 

The paper’s authors suggest 

that it might have something to 

do with dominance hierarchies 

among the members of the 

species. They also speculate 

that the females’ apparent ca-

pacity for sperm storage and 

selection may play a role. 

Whatever the reason, one of 

the paper’s co-authors, re-

search ecologist Andrew Walde 

A new study from the Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute found that 

translocated male desert tortoises are failing in one key way—they are repro-

ducing at a much, much lower rate than resident males. The findings suggest 

that for some species, translocation may not be as effective a tool to rescue popu-

lations at risk, or bolster genetic diversity and health, as previously thought. 

Photo by Andrew Walde. continued on Page 8 
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An Arizona State University-

led team of scientists has 

sequenced the genome of 

Agassiz’s desert tortoise 

(Gopherus agassizii), a long-

lived species native to 

the Mojave Desert. The re-

sults could help the animal 

survive an increasing num-

ber of threats. 

Agassiz’s desert tortoise, one 

of six species of desert tortois-

es estimated to have arisen in 

North America about 35 mil-

lion years ago, can be found in 

California, Nevada, Utah and 

Arizona. 

Also known as the Mojave 

desert tortoise, this species has 

been heavily impacted by habi-

tat loss, a respiratory tract dis-

ease, and other anthropogenic 

factors. For instance, in one 

area of the species’ range den-

sity declined from about 225 

individuals/km2 in 1979 to 

about 75 individuals/km2 in 

1992. 

Agassiz’s desert tortoise is 

listed as ‘threatened’ under the 

U.S. Endangered Species 

Act and is consid-

ered ‘vulnerable’ by the Inter-

national Union for Conserva-

tion of Nature (IUCN). 

To aid conservation efforts for 

preserving the genetic diversity 

of this species, Arizona State 

University Professor Kenro 

Kusumi and co-authors gener-

ated a whole genome reference 

sequence with an annotation 

based on deep transcriptome 

sequences of adult skeletal 

muscle, lung, brain, and blood. 

“The Mojave desert tortoise 

genome is an important re-

source for the conservation of 

this species, particularly be-

cause this population is suffer-

ing from a serious disease,” 

said lead author Dr. Marc Tol-

lis, also from Arizona State 

University. 

“Researchers don’t yet fully 

understand its cause or what 

makes tortoises susceptible to 

it.” 

“Decoding this genome will 

help us catalog which tortoise 

genes are evolving quickly 

enough to help them overcome 

this threat.” 

The researchers obtained the 

genetic data for a particular 

tortoise specimen, assembled 

and annotated the genome and 

learned about the evolutionary 

history of tortoises. 

“Decoding a genome has got-

ten technically a lot easier,” 

Prof. Kusumi said. 

“What’s challenging now is 

decoding the information in 

the tortoise genome. We can 

use clues from similarities with 

the mouse and human ge-

nomes.” 

“Finding the proverbial ‘needle 

in the haystack’ would be to 

identify the genes that direct 

the immune response to infec-

tious disease, as well as the 

ability to survive the harsh 

conditions of the Mojave De-

sert.” 

“It’s important for us to learn 

where tortoise diversity is lo-

cated across its geographic 

range,” he added. 

“Identifying hotspots of genet-

ic diversity helps manage the 

species from a conservation 

standpoint and preserve tor-

toise populations that could 

respond better to unknown 

challenges in the years ahead.” 

The team is also analyzing the 

genetic differences between 

Agassiz’s desert tortoise and its 

sister species, Morafka’s desert 

tortoise (Gopherus morafkai). 

“My hope is that this study will 

enable other agencies to ask 

new questions, questions they 

would not have been able to 

ask without this research,” said 

co-author Dr. Greer Dolby, 

also from Arizona State Uni-

versity. 

“For instance, ‘what immune 

genes do tortoises have to fight 

pathogens? How does their 

immune system function in an 

environment with lots of 

threats? And, how might a 

changing environment impact 

this?’ These are important 

questions to answer in manag-

ing the species. Now, we can 

begin investigating.” 

The findings were published 

online May 31, 2017 in the 

journal PLoS ONE: 

Tollis, M., D. F. DeNardo, J. 

A. Cornelius, G. A. Dolby, T. 

Edwards, B. T. Henen, A. E. 

Karl, R. W. Murphy, and K. 

Kusumi. The Agassiz’s desert 

tortoise genome provides a 

resource for the conservation 

of a threatened species. PLoS 

ONE 12 (5): e0177708; doi: 

10.1371/journal.pone.0177708  

Agassiz’s desert tortoise. Photo: Scott Trageser 

by Enrico de Lazaro, Sci-News.com 

http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0177708
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Two consistent requests from 

students of the Introduction to 

Field Techniques Workshop 

have been for opportunities to 

gain relevant field experience 

and for hands-on practice with 

desert tortoises. To that end, 

between September 11 and 15, 

2017 the Desert Tortoise 

Council, in conjunction with 

Federal (US Fish and Wildlife 

Service and Bureau of Land 

Management) and State 

(California Department of Fish 

and Wildlife, Nevada Depart-

ment of Wildlife, and Arizona 

Department of Game and 

Fish) agencies conducted the 

first Authorized Biologist 

Training in Primm, Nevada.  

The purpose of the class was 

to assist attendees with meeting 

the requirements of an Author-

ized Biologist (AB).  

Students participating in the 

class were required to meet a 

nominal set of experience re-

quirements, and 27 applicants 

were accepted to the class.  

The training included both 

classroom and field instruction.  

Topics covered in the class-

room sessions included topics  

specific requirements of an AB as well as background infor-

mation on population trends, 

revegetation, and responsibili-

ties for sensitive and state-

listed species in California and 

Nevada. In the field, instruc-

tors provided coaching, 

demonstrations and lessons 

about tortoise sign while con-

ducting various survey tech-

niques, GPS navigation, and 

hands-on practice burrow ex-

cavation with a student-teacher 

ratio around 5:1. The high stu-

dent teacher ratio provided the 

students with ample opportuni-

ty for interaction, instruction, 

hands-on practice, including 

basic tortoise processing, and 

tools of the trade. Thirty cap-

tive tortoises were available for 

the class to weigh, measure as 

well as learning how they move 

and how rambunctious they 

can be. It also allowed instruc-

tors to gauge appropriately the 

students’ level of knowledge 

and abilities. 

To meet certification standards 

each student was tested in the 

field and in the classroom. The 

field instructors and USFWS 

representatives evaluated each 

student for particular catego-

ries of instruction and approv-

al.    

In addition to the classroom 

instructors the Council would 

like to acknowledge the six 

field instructors (Paul Frank, 

Cynthia Furman, Kelly Herb-

inson, Corey Mitchell, Rachel 

Woodard, and Peter Wood-

man), USFWS personnel (Roy 

Averill-Murray and Scott Hoff-

man), and DTC Board Mem-

bers (Cristina Jones, Bruce 

Palmer, and Peter Woodman).  

Terry Christopher provided 

Great Basin Institute’s facilities 

for much of the fieldwork.  

Photo by Bruce Palmer. 

by Peter Woodman 

Instructor Peter Woodman provides a classroom lecture during the Authorized 

Biologist Training in Primm, Nevada. Photo by Bruce Palmer. 

Participants of the Authorized Biologist Training prepare for field training 

exercises. Photo by Bruce Palmer. 

A student approaches a juvenile Agassiz’s desert tortoise during the field por-

tion of the Authorized Biologist Training. Photo by Bruce Palmer. 
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On Sep. 23, the Nevada Board 

of Wildlife Commissioners 

voted 6-1 to ban the commer-

cial collection of reptiles in 

Nevada. After Jan. 1, 2018, the 

state will no longer allow the 

unrestricted take of reptiles for 

private profit. 

As noted in a presentation to 

the board by Jason Jones, the 

herpetologist for the Wildlife 

Diversity Division of the Ne-

vada Department of Wildlife, 

there have been population 

declines in the top eight species 

of reptiles collected, including 

the chuckwalla (Sauromalus ater) 

and desert-horned lizard 

(Phrynosoma platyrhinos). These 

eight species make up 98% of 

the reptiles collected by com-

mercial collectors. Over the 

last 30 years, commercial col-

lectors have reported removing 

more than 420,000 reptiles 

from Nevada. Nevada Depart-

ment of Wildlife data suggest 

that reptile density may be de-

creasing in places that have 

been heavily collected from, 

and the impacts of collecting 

are spreading to previously 

unexploited areas. 

On Sep. 21 a group of nearly 

50 scientists sent a letter to the 

Board of Wildlife Commission-

ers encouraging the ban. The 

letter highlighted the essential 

role reptiles play in the desert 

ecosystem. “These snakes and 

lizards are an important part of 

the desert food web, consum-

ing insects and other inverte-

brates while acting as prey for 

mid- to upper-level predators.” 

Globally, climate change, over-

exploitation, and habitat loss 

are leading to localized extinc-

tions and then broader declines 

in reptiles populations. Accord-

ing to a memo from Jennifer 

Newmark, the Wildlife Diversi-

ty Division Administrator at 

the Nevada Department of 

Wildlife, the unlimited com-

mercial collection of reptiles is 

particularly concerning for a 

variety of reasons including: 

the low dispersal ability of rep-

tiles due to habitat and temper-

ature constraints; the collection 

of reptiles year round includes 

reproductive time periods, 

which reduces reproductive 

output; and the collection itself 

is an added source of mortality 

to individual reptiles. 

Until this ban goes into effect, 

Nevada will continue to be the 

only state in the region that 

allows for unrestricted take for 

commercial collection. Utah, 

Arizona, Idaho (with one ex-

ception on private land), and 

California all prohibit the com-

mercial collection of reptiles in 

their states. New Mexico and 

Texas, both allow some com-

mercial collection, but it is reg-

ulated. Nevada will continue to 

allow the regulated take of 

reptiles for hobby collecting. 

Before the new regulation is 

permanently adopted the Ne-

vada Board of Wildlife Com-

missioners will host a public 

workshop and second hearing. 

In the meantime wildlife offi-

cials have stopped issuing new 

permits and will not renew 

annual permits.  

This article is reprinted courtesy of 

The Wildlife Society. The original 

article may be found on their website. 

by Kaitlyn Miller  

Desert horned lizard (Phrynosoma platyrhinos). Photo: Jason L. Jones 

Chuckwalla (Sauromalus ater). Photo: Nevada Department of Wildlife 

Long-nosed leopard lizard (Phrynosoma platyrhinos). Photo: Nevada De-

partment of Wildlife 

http://wildlife.org/nevada-bans-commercial-reptile-collection/
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Desert Tortoise Paternity Assignments Highlight 
Unexpected Shortcomings (continued) 
told me these results were 

“absolutely shocking.” Without 

genetic analysis, it’s the sort of 

thing that would have gone 

unnoticed. “It throws into 

question thousands of publica-

tions on translocation that have 

seen success because their ani-

mals were alive or they were 

reproducing,” Walde says. 

Brad Shaffer, a distinguished 

professor in the department of 

ecology and evolutionary biolo-

gy and the Institute of Envi-

ronment and Sustainability, as 

well as director of the La Kretz 

Center for California Science at 

University of California, Los 

Angeles, says he thinks the 

results were both interesting 

and important, in part because 

it serves as a reminder that 

simply transporting animals 

from one place to another isn’t 

enough. “It’s relatively easy to 

build momentum and get the 

work done to move them. But 

there’s often less incentive for 

the long-term monitoring,” he 

says. This study underscores 

the importance of that work, 

since it suggests, as Fleischer 

puts it: “mitigation methods 

like translocation don’t always 

work as well as we assume.” 

While the translocated female 

tortoises seemed to be repro-

ductively healthy, the translo-

cated males (above) were hav-

ing no luck at all. (Walde Re-

search & Environmental Con-

sulting) 

It’s hard to say why the translo-

cated males have seemingly 

been excluded from the breed-

ing pool. “These males were 

still alive and living around the 

females, they just apparently 

weren’t getting any of the mat-

ings, or the matings weren’t 

working,” Fleischer says. Apart 

from a very slightly smaller 

average size, however, there 

was relatively little to distin-

guish them from the residents. 

The paper’s authors suggest 

that it might have something to 

do with dominance hierarchies 

among the members of the 

species. They also speculate 

that the females’ apparent ca-

pacity for sperm storage and 

selection may play a role. 

Whatever the reason, one of 

the paper’s co-authors, re-

search ecologist Andrew Walde 

told me these results were 

“absolutely shocking.” Without 

genetic analysis, it’s the sort of 

thing that would have gone 

unnoticed. “It throws into 

question thousands of publica-

tions on translocation that have 

seen success because their ani-

mals were alive or they were 

reproducing,” Walde says. 

Brad Shaffer, a distinguished 

professor in the department of 

ecology and evolutionary biolo-

gy and the Institute of Envi-

ronment and Sustainability, as 

well as director of the La Kretz 

Center for California Science at 

University of California, Los 

Angeles, says he thinks the 

results were both interesting 

and important, in part because 

it serves as a reminder that 

simply transporting animals 

from one place to another isn’t 

enough. “It’s relatively easy to 

build momentum and get the 

work done to move them. But 

there’s often less incentive for 

the long-term monitoring,” he 

says. This study underscores 

the importance of that work, 

since it suggests, as Fleischer 

puts it: “mitigation methods 

like translocation don’t always 

work as well as we assume.” 

The original publication is: 

Mulder, Kevin P., Andrew D. 

Walde, William I. Boarman, A. 

Peter Woodman, Emily K. 

Latch, and Robert C. Fleischer. 

2017. No paternal genetic inte-

gration in desert tortoises 

(Gopherus agassizii) following 

translocation into an existing 

population. Biological Conser-

vation 210, Part A:318–324. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/

j.biocon.2017.04.030 

 

 

In 2008, Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute field collaborators 

worked with the United States Army National Training Center at Fort 

Irwin to move 184 female tortoises, 293 males and 93 juveniles out of the 

way of the expanding base into nearby desert habitat that already had tortois-

es. Photo by Walde Research & Environmental Consulting. 

Unlike the males in the SCBI study, the female translocated tortoises repro-

duced successfully at the same rate as the resident females. Photo by Meagan 

Harless. 
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DTC Publishes Best Management Practices, a 
Guide for Project Proponents, Resource Agencies 

The Desert Tortoise Council 

recently published a new Best 

Management Practices docu-

ment to assist and support 

individuals/organizations pre-

paring Biological Assessments, 

federal agencies preparing Bio-

logical Opinions, and project 

proponents in understanding 

the potential requirements and 

in the siting of their projects to 

reduce impacts and costs. The 

document is intended to assist 

project proponents during pro-

ject planning, assist federal 

action agencies that are pro-

posing projects within the 

range of the desert tortoise, 

and serve as a compilation of 

frequently implemented BMPs 

that the US Fish and Wildlife 

Service (USFWS) may draw 

upon when preparing project 

consultation documents under 

section 7(a)(2) of the ESA. The 

document includes a flow chart 

depicting the decision process 

by the federal action agencies 

and USFWS, and detailed de-

scriptions of recommended 

best management practices for 

implementing projects in desert 

tortoise habitat.  

The Best Management Practic-

es document is free for down-

load from the DTC website. 

2018 Annual Symposium Announced  
The Desert Tortoise Council 

recently announced plans and a 

call for papers for the 2018 

Annual Symposium, to be held 

February 23–25, 2018 at Sam’s 

Town Hotel & Gambling Hall 

in Las Vegas, Nevada. The call 

for Papers is on the Desert 

Tortoise Council website.  

The Program for the 2018 

Symposium includes plans for 

a Special Session on Saturday 

focused on the rare, threat-

ened, endangered, and other 

sensitive small animals occur-

ring in desert tortoise habitat. 

Featured species include the 

endemic Mohave ground squir-

rel, burrowing owls, kit foxes, 

declining species of desert song 

birds, and gila monsters. Other 

planned sessions include results 

of recent translocation and 

headstarting research and many 

other topics. On Saturday 

evening, Dr. Jim Andre will 

provide a short program on 

rare, threatened and endan-

gered desert wildflowers and 

plants, emphasizing those oc-

curring in desert tor-

toise habitat. More information 

about the Annual Symposium, 

including registration and hotel 

information, may be found on 

the Desert Tortoise Council 

website.  

Symposium Announcement 

Publication Announcement 

2017 Desert Tortoise Council Symposium at Sam’s Town. 

http://deserttortoise.org/BMP_factsheets/dtc_construction_BMPs_090517.pdf
http://deserttortoise.org/symposium/index.html
http://deserttortoise.org/symposium/index.html
http://deserttortoise.org/symposium/index.html
http://deserttortoise.org/symposium/index.html
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2018 Morafka Memorial Research Award 
The Desert Tortoise Council is 

now accepting applications for 

the 2018 David J. Morafka 

Memorial Research Award. 

The award was established, 

with the aid of several donors, 

to help support research that 

contributes to the understand-

ing, management and conser-

vation of tortoises of the genus 

Gopherus (G. agassizii, G. moraf-

kai, G. evgoodei, G. berlandieri, 

and G. flavomarginatus) in the 

southwestern United States and 

Mexico. Applicants must be 

associated with a recognized 

institution (e.g., university, 

museum, government agency, 

non-governmental organiza-

tion) and may be graduate stu-

dents, post-doctoral students, 

or other researchers. Applica-

tions will be evaluated on the 

basis of the potential of the 

research to contribute to the 

biological knowledge of one or 

more of the above gopher tor-

toise species, and to their man-

agement and conservation. The 

$2,000 award will be presented 

to the winning applicant at the 

Desert Tortoise Council’s An-

nual Symposium in February 

2018. Applications are due 

December 1, 2017.  

Please visit the Desert Tortoise 

Council website for full infor-

mation about the award, as well 

as application procedures and 

documents. 

David J. Morafka was a graduate of the University of Southern California and a 

professor at California State University, Dominguez Hills. His research interests 

included evolutionary biology, biogeography, and herpetology. He was an expert in the 

biology of the bolsón tortoise and Agassiz’s desert tortoise, as well as the ecogeography 

of the Chihuahuan Desert and neonatology of tortoises.  

Grant & Award Announcements 

2018 Glenn R. Stewart Student Travel Fund 
The Desert Tortoise Council is 

now accepting applications for 

the Glenn R. Stewart Student 

Travel Fund. This fund was 

established to support students 

working with North Ameri-

can Gopherus tortoises by assist-

ing with their travel costs to 

attend and participate at the 

2018 Desert Tortoise Council 

Symposium. The fund will 

support up to $500 (each) in 

travel costs for up to two stu-

dents. Applicants must be en-

rolled in a recognized educa-

tional institution and may be a 

high school, undergraduate, 

graduate, or post-doctoral stu-

dent. The student applicant 

must be a member of the De-

sert Tortoise Council, must 

present an oral presentation or 

poster at the 2018 Symposium. 

Applications are due Novem-

ber 17, 2017.  

Please visit the Desert Tortoise 

Council website for full infor-

mation about the fund, as well 

as application procedures and 

documents. 
The Glenn R. Stewart Student Travel Fund was established to honor Dr. Glenn R. 

Stewart, co-founder of the Desert Tortoise Council, and tireless supporter of students.  

New Lockheed Martin Diversity Grant 
A recent gift from Lockheed 

Martin has allowed the Desert 

Tortoise Council to establish a 

grant to fund research by mi-

nority and international stu-

dents. While the Council fa-

vors grant applications for 

research that contributes to the 

understanding, management 

and conservation of tortoises 

of the genus Gopherus in the 

southwestern United States and 

Mexico (G. agassizii, G. moraf-

kai, G. evgoodei, G. berlandieri, 

and G. flavomarginatus), the 

Council will consider proposals 

for similar research on other 

imperiled chelonian species 

across the globe. Grant appli-

cations are due December 1, 

2017. Details of the grant, in-

cluding application, are located 

on the Desert Tortoise Council 

website.  

http://deserttortoise.org/awards/morafkaaward.html
http://deserttortoise.org/awards/morafkaaward.html
http://deserttortoise.org/awards/stewart_student_fund.html
http://deserttortoise.org/awards/stewart_student_fund.html
http://deserttortoise.org/awards/lockheed_grant_announcement.html
http://deserttortoise.org/awards/lockheed_grant_announcement.html


Becky Jones 
Rebecca (Becky) Jones is an 

Environment Scientist with the 

California Department of Fish 

and Wildlife (CDFW). She 

started working for the state as 

a seasonal employee in 1978 

while attending San Jose State, 

where she received her Bache-

lor’s degree in Wildlife Zoolo-

gy with a Concentration in 

Wildlife Management and Con-

servation. After working sea-

sonally with the California De-

partment of Food and Agricul-

ture (CDFA) she returned to 

school to pursue a Master’s 

degree in entomology. After 

graduating she returned to 

work for the CDFA as an Eco-

nomic Entomologist before 

transitioning to the CDFW. 

Since joining the CDFW in 

1992 she has been working 
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Joe Probst 
Joe Probst was born in Mu-

nich, Germany in 1949, and 

emigrated to the United States 

in 1973. Prior to emigrating, he 

obtained a Masters in Hotel 

and Restaurant Management in 

1972 from Stuttgart University, 

and worked most of his career 

in the United States in the ho-

tel and restaurant industry 

(with several stints in sales). 

Joe most recently worked in 

residential solar sales, and is 

now enjoying retirement. 

Joe is married to Becky Jones, 

another Desert Tortoise Coun-

cil Board of Directors Member 

and Officer. Joe and Becky met 

in early 2009 and they married 

later that year. Joe became 

interested in desert tortoises 

through Becky’s introduction 

to them, and he immediately 

felt the urge to be involved in 

conservation of the species. Joe 

accompanied Becky to several 

Board of Director meetings as 

a guest in 2009, as well as to 

the 2010 DTC Symposium. Joe 

said the experience of attend-

ing those board meetings really 

opened his eyes to the plight of 

the species, remarking “I think 

anyone with some first-hand 

information would realize that 

desert tortoises are on the 

verge of extinction because 

humans infringe on their habi-

tat and the government seems 

too paralyzed to do anything 

about it.” Joe officially joined 

the Desert Tortoise Council in 

2011, and has served in the 

office of Treasurer since join-

ing the Board of Directors in 

2014. He also provides auc-

tioneering services during our 

Annual Symposium Auction. 

with desert tortoises, Mohave 

ground squirrels, and other 

sensitive resources on projects 

throughout the California de-

sert. Since 1998 Becky has 

served as the desert tortoise 

lead for CDFW. In this posi-

tion, she reviews environmen-

tal documents, writes incidental 

take permits for desert tortoise 

and Mohave ground squirrel, 

and writes research permits for 

desert tortoise.  

Becky has been a Member of 

the DTC Board of Directors 

since 2000. During her time 

with the council, she has been 

the Junior Co-Chair and Senior 

Co-Chair and currently serves 

as Corresponding Secretary. 

She has also chaired the gov-

ernment panel and given 

presentations at previous sym-

posia, and served as a presenter 

for DTC training workshops.  

Board of  Directors Spotlight 
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Back Page Announcements 

Sponsors Sought for DTC Newsletter 
Interested in getting more ex-

posure for your organization 

by sponsoring a non-profit? 

Consider advertising in the 

next issue of the Desert Tor-

toise Council Newsletter! The 

Council is currently seeking 

sponsors for upcoming issues 

of the Newsletter, which is 

published quarterly, distributed 

via email to more than 500 of 

our members and past mem-

bers, and available for free 

download from our website 

(www.deserttortoise.org/newsl

etter.html).   

We are offering the following 

sponsorship levels: 

Silver: Your organization’s 

name mentioned in the spon-

sorship section of the Newslet-

ter for 4 issues ($100). 

Gold: Your organization’s logo 

The Desert Tortoise Council was established in 1975 to promote conservation of the desert tortoise in the deserts of the southwestern United States and Mexico. 

The Council is a private, non-profit organization comprised of hundreds of professionals and laypersons who share a common concern for desert tortoises in the 

wild and a commitment to advancing the public’s understanding of the species. For the purposes of the Council, desert tortoise includes the species complex in the 

southwestern United States and in Mexico, currently referred to as Gopherus agassizii, Gopherus morafkai, and Gopherus evgoodei.  

Council Mission 

Desert Tortoise Council 

4654 East Avenue S #257B 

Palmdale, CA 93552 

Follow the Desert Tortoise Council on Social Media: 

www.deserttortoise.org 

presented in the sponsorship 

section of the Newsletter for 4 

issues ($250). 

For more information on be-

coming a sponsor of the De-

sert Tortoise Council Newslet-

ter, please contact newslet-

ter@deserttortoise.org. 

Board of  Directors & Staff 
Officers 

Bruce Palmer, Chairperson 

Michael Tuma, Chairperson-elect 

Joe Probst, Treasurer 

Ed LaRue, Recording Secretary 

Becky Jones, Corresponding Secretary 

Mari Quillman, Membership Coordinator  

Board Members at Large 

Kristin Berry 

Margaret Fusari 

Peter Woodman 

Ken MacDonald 

Chris Noddings 

Cristina Jones 

Larry LaPré 

Judy Hohman 

Greer Dolby 

Webmaster 

Mary A. Cohen 

Social Media Coordinator 

Bianca Cirimele 

Position Announcement: DTC Newsletter Editor 
The Desert Tortoise Council 

is seeking a highly motivated 

member of our community to 

become the next Editor of our 

Newsletter. This is a volunteer 

position, and an excellent op-

portunity for the right person. 

The position involves compil-

ing articles pertinent to our 

readership, including request-

ing permission to reprint previ-

ously published works and 

soliciting original stories from 

our membership; communi-

cating and coordinating with 

the Board of Directors; and 

publishing up to four issues of 

the Newsletter per year. The 

ideal person would have expe-

rience with writing, editing, and 

layout using Microsoft Publish-

er. Interested persons should 

submit a letter of interest to: 

newsletter@deserttortoise.org.  

http://www.deserttortoise.org/newsletter.html
http://www.deserttortoise.org/newsletter.html
http://www.deserttortoise.org
https://www.facebook.com/DesertTortoiseCouncil/
https://www.linkedin.com/groups?home=&gid=6603881
https://twitter.com/DTCouncil
mailto:newsletter@deserttortoise.org
mailto:newsletter@deserttortoise.org
mailto:newsletter@deserttortoise.org

