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Via email only 
 
August 21, 2026    
 

Attn: Stephanie Lynn Dashiell 

Partnership Coordinator 

Mojave Desert Sentinel Landscape 

stephanie@legacyworksgroup.com  

 
RE: Comments on the Mojave Desert Sentinel Landscape Draft Implementation Plan 

 
Dear Ms. Dashiell, 
 
The Desert Tortoise Council (DTC) is a non-profit organization comprising hundreds of 
professionals and laypersons who share a common concern for wild desert tortoises and a 
commitment to advancing the public’s understanding of desert tortoise species. Established in 
1975 to promote conservation of tortoises in the deserts of the southwestern United States and 
Mexico, the DTC routinely provides information and other forms of assistance to individuals, 
organizations, and regulatory agencies on matters potentially affecting desert tortoises within their 
geographic ranges. 
 
The Desert Tortoise Preserve Committee (DTPC) is a non-profit organization formed in 1974 to 
promote the welfare of the desert tortoise in its native wild state. DTPC members share a deep 
concern for the continued preservation of the tortoise and its habitat in the southwestern deserts 
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and are dedicated to the recovery and conservation of the desert tortoise and other rare and 
endangered species inhabiting the Mojave and western Sonoran deserts. The DTPC has a long 
track record of protecting desert tortoises and their habitat through land acquisition, preserve 
management, mitigation land banking, and educational outreach.  
 
Both our physical and email addresses are provided above in our letterhead for your use when 
providing future correspondence to us. When given a choice, we prefer to receive emails for future 
correspondence, as mail delivered via the U.S. Postal Service may take several days to be 
delivered. Email is an “environmentally friendlier way” of receiving correspondence and 
documents rather than “snail mail.” 
 

DTC has been proactive in helping Mojave Desert Sentinel Landscape (MDSL) staff complete 

previous documents, including comments submitted on 12/12/20231 and 1/6/20242. We believe 

that your staff is looking for all levels of feedback that will enhance both the quality and function 

of the Final Implementation Plan (FIP). Therefore, our comments on the Draft Implementation 

Plan (DIP) range from simple grammatical errors to substantive recommendations. 

 

We note on pages 14 through 16 listing MDSL partners that on page 15 where private nonprofit 

organizations are listed that the Desert Tortoise Preserve Committee is not included. Herein, we 

ask that DTPC be added to the list of MDSL partners for future participation, with its Board 

President, currently Tom Astle, serving as the formal contact person. 

 

General comments: The title does not appear to represent the contents of the plan. We suggest that 

it be called the “Mojave Desert Sentinel Landscape Plan” because it includes sections on the 

reasons for establishing the MDSL, the partners that comprise the MDSL, the organizational and 

governing structure and procedures, the goals and strategies, and the annual action plan. 

“Implementation Plan” implies a plan that provides the goals, strategies, and actions to be 

implemented, which are largely missing from the DIP. 

 

In reviewing the DIP, we did not find information that indicated MDSL’s commitment to using 

science in making decisions/recommendations. During the July 20, 2026 meeting of the MDSL, 

several items were identified that would be added to the DIP. One was that actions would be 

science-based. Please revise the FIP to include using the best available science in making 

decisions/recommendations. 

 

Page 1: Table of Contents: It would be helpful for many reasons to add to the DIP appropriate 

maps of the Plan area that show land management responsibilities and special management 

designations (please see our comment relative to page 21 of the DIP). This was another item 

identified at the July 20 MDSL meeting that should be added to the FIP. Our understanding is the 

Plan area is comprised of the Western Mojave Desert and Mojave National Preserve, Joshua Tree 

National Park, and Death Valley National Park (https://sentinellandscapes.org/landscapes/mojave-

desert/), which we believe should be portrayed in the FIP. 

 

 

 
1 https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/lwodmmujghmtv8fwfz9r2/MDSL-Comments-by-DTC.12-12-2023.docx?rlkey=tss4rglvplnl3l2x2lek0i4j2&dl=0  
2 https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/67ilse27as4n2wnenxydd/MDSL-Comments-by-DTC.1-6-2024.docx?rlkey=qnjlc2nrnfj914511xm1iiw0n&dl=0  
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Page 8: Section 1: Vision, Purpose, Principles, Priorities: The sixth bulleted Principle is “We 

Collaborate Strategically to Achieve Action-Oriented Outcomes. We seek to develop goals, 

strategies and actions that consider [emphasis added] science, economics and policy to advance 

conservation, sustainable land use and military installation readiness, concentrating on tangible 

outcomes that employ inter-organizational project implementation.” We suggest substituting 

“incorporate” for “consider.” Consider is defined as “to think about something carefully.” 

“Consider” allows an entity to think about the results of scientific research and then dismiss it. For 

decades entities with management responsibilities in the Plan area have been considering science 

and dismissing it when making their management decisions. Our hope is that this FIP will change 

the way management entities make and implement decisions by incorporating the best available 

science in decision-making.  

 

Page 9: Military Readiness and the Need for Partnership: “All five DoW [Department of War] 

installations in the Mojave experience financial and regulatory burdens [emphasis added] related 

to Mojave desert tortoise and species management.” It is distressing that DoW interprets species 

management to be a burden when Congress has passed laws requiring conservation and 

management of natural resources on military installations. We recommend changing “burdens” to 

“responsibilities.”  

 

Page 21, Section 4: Defining and Describing the Landscape, Land Ownership & Use: We 

appreciate that, with the exception of the DTPC, most of the nonprofit land managers (Mojave 

Desert Land Trust, Transitions Habitat Conservancy, The Wildlands Conservancy) and one for-

profit land manager (Wildlands, Inc.) are committed partners to the MDSL effort. We recommend 

that information be added to the land use discussion indicating that there are tens of thousands of 

acres (a generalization that should be quantified) of mitigation lands in numerous land 

management banks that obligate these land managers to conserve these lands in perpetuity. 

Without knowing the statistics, it is our understanding that there are very few private parcels 

remaining within the Plan area that are for sale, as most of them have already been acquired for 

mitigation purposes. And all of these lands have requirements and commitments that prohibit 

development and uses that conflict with their intended conservation purposes. We understand that 

the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) has similarly acquired compensation lands that are not 

open to certain multiple uses as per the agreements associated with the acquisitions. Please briefly 

address these concerns in Section 4 on pages 21 through 24 or other appropriate place(s). 

 

Pages 21 & 22: Bureau of Land Management: Please add the wording that is indicated in bold to 

the sentence “The lands are managed according to the Federal Land Policy and Management Act 

and (FLPMA) under the framework of multiple use, sustained yield, and environmental quality 

and to prevent unnecessary or undue degradation of the lands.”  

 

Pages 22-23: Please add the wording that is indicated in bold as a fifth bullet point below the 

heading "The key land designations in the plan include:" DTPC owned, managed, and co-

managed conservation lands including the Desert Tortoise Research Natural Area and 

DTPC's other properties in or near Fremont Valley (proximate to Edwards Air Force Base), 

and the former Pilot Knob grazing allotment (proximate to Naval Air Weapons Station 

China Lake). DTPC's active stewardship of these critical habitat areas would allow for effective 

leveraging of MDSL resources, consistent with range-wide desert tortoise recovery activities. 
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Page 23: The DIP provides the following information – “Special Recreation and Management 
Areas (SRMAs) and Extensive Recreation and Management Areas (ERMAs): Designated for 
focused recreation management.” Please clarify the management implications of Extensive 
Recreational Management Areas (ERMAs) and Special Recreational Management Areas 
(SRMAs). Their designations imply that these are lands that may be especially designated for 
recreational purposes, with “Extensive” sounding more intrusive than “Special” in these titles. In 
BLM’s (2014) Handbook H-8320-1 – Planning for Recreation and Visitor Services” BLM states 
that a Special Recreation Management Area “is managed to protect and enhance a targeted set of 
activities, experiences, benefits, and desired RSCs [recreation setting characteristics]. The LUP 
[Land Use Plan] may subdivide an SRMA into recreation management zones (RMZs) to further 
delineate specific recreation opportunities. Within an SRMA, R&VS [recreation and visitor 
services] management is recognized as the predominant LUP focus [emphasis added], where 
specific recreation opportunities and RSCs are managed and protected on a long-term basis.”  
 
We were dismayed in 2015-16 that the Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan (DRECP) 
established these two recreational designations throughout the desert with no apparent regard for 
previously designated tortoise critical habitat, California Desert National Conservation Lands 
(CDNCL), and Areas of Critical Environmental Concern (ACECs). ERMAs and SRMAs both 
overlay these designated areas that we believe should have tortoise conservation and recovery as 
the two primary management goals rather than recreation. For example, we have seen Special 
Recreation Permit (SRP) applications justify the intended recreational use, like motorcycle races, 
because the event would occur in a SRMA. Please address this conflict in the FIP. 
 
Page 25: Conservation Values: “The MDSL supports hundreds of vertebrate species and thousands 
of invertebrate organisms across a diversity of desert habitats.” We suggest changing this sentence 
to say “The MDSL supports hundreds of vertebrate species and vascular plant species and 
thousands of invertebrate organisms across a diversity of desert habitats.” 
 
Pages 27 and 28: Geographic Prioritization: Please insert appropriate maps in this section to show 
the locations of areas described and land management responsibilities. 
 
Page 30: Under the discussion for Initial Steering Committee member selection, have you 
considered inviting a scientist from the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) to the steering committee? 
We have no specific recommendations, but there are numerous USGS scientists who have worked 
for decades in the Plan area who can provide scientific oversight and inform the Steering 
Committee about the latest results of scientific research in the Plan area. This information would 
be helpful when the Initial Steering Committee is making a decision or recommendation 
 
Page 32: We recommend that you add the bold-font word to the text concerning steering committee 
members: “2) strengthen the organizational/disciplinary/sectoral/scientific representation;” 
 
Page 32: Under subheading, Meeting Frequency and Participation, we recommend that the 
following bold-font wording be added to the end of the paragraph with regards to the Steering 
Committee (SC): “A minimum of four meetings per year is required. Summaries of each SC 
meeting will be recorded and made available to all MDSL partners following each SC 
meeting.” Although the DIP makes the following statement on page 33, “Meetings will generally 
be documented through written summaries capturing key themes, decisions, and action items,” 
there is no stated commitment to share those summaries with MDSL stakeholders in a timely or 
consistent manner. Please add this commitment to the FIP. 
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Page 32: Given the previous recommendation, the MDSL SC may want to consider having a formal 
Secretary position in addition to the Chair, Vice Chair, and Past Chair positions. 
 
Pages 32 and 33: Governance & Succession Planning: We found no information on how the Chair 
and Vice Chair would be selected. Will it be by election, rotational order of agencies, etc.? Please 
provide this information in the FIP. 
 
Page 34: We suggest adding the bold-font (or similar wording) bullet to the responsibilities of the 
Chair: “• Communicating SC summaries and decisions to all MDSL partners in a transparent 
and timely manner.” Alternatively, this or similar wording could be added to the second bullet 
of the Vice Chair’s responsibilities given on page 35, which would be complimentary to the 
“…meeting preparation, ensuring the necessary materials are ready, and helping to manage 
meeting logistics” responsibilities assigned to that position. 
 
Page 35: In the interest of inclusion with regards to the duties of the Vice Chair, we suggest that 
the three strike-out words be replaced with the single bold-font word, “…after which he or she 
they will assume the role of Chair.” 
 
Page 35: It may be excluded because there are either no responsibilities or the position is not an 
active one, but we suggest that a section describing the function and responsibilities of the Past 
Chair follow the bulleted list of responsibilities of the Vice Chair. 
 
Page 36: Consider adding the bold-font wording (or similar wording) to point 4 under Strategies: 
“4. Partner with energy developers, utility providers, and local governments to ensure 
infrastructure development incorporates best management practices for soil conservation, hazard 
mitigation, invasive weed prevention, wildfire avoidance and responses, and species 
conservation. 
 
Pages 36 and 37: Land Stewardship: We suggest adding the following wording in bold font. “The 
MDSL Partnership cultivates a practice of land stewardship that unites disparate entities who share 
a connection to the desert, promotes responsible land use in the desert including recreational use, 
supports Tribal stewardship of ancestral lands, implements best practices for arid land restoration, 
and ensures military mission compatibility.”  This wording is broader and accounts for any current 
or future land uses. 
 
Page 37: Consider adding this sixth additional bullet (or similar wording) to the list of Strategies: 
“• 6. Help nonprofit and for-profit land managers and the BLM conserve and manage bank 
properties and dedicated compensation lands throughout the Plan area for their intended, in 
perpetuity, conservation purposes.” 
 
Page 40: “3 – Advance join [emphasis added] state-federal permitting** and durable conservation 
agreements.” This should probably say “Advance joint state-federal permitting** and durable 
conservation agreements.” 
 
Pages 42 and 43: “Strategy: Support and enhance current efforts to produce and collect native seed, 
cultivate native plants, and deliver seed and/or plants for use in restoration of disturbed areas.” 
Actions 9-13 do not include the cultivation of arbuscular mycorrhizal fungi (AMF), which are a 
crucial component for native plant species to grow and survive in the Mojave Desert. Desert soils 
are a complex microecosystem that function when all components are present. AMF and biological 
soil crusts work together to stabilize soil and feed plants in dry places. Soil crusts protect the top 
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layer from wind and water, while AMF networks stretch underground to link plant roots with the 
crust, sharing water, carbon, and key nutrients. Also, scientific research shows that seeding 
perennial desert plant species is generally unsuccessful. Therefore, growing native seed for woody 
perennials should be with the end goal of cultivating that seed in pots for transplanting in 
restoration efforts. 
 
Page 44: Add USGS and USFWS to the second column for Action #15. 
 
Page 44: Add the USGS to the second column for Action #16. 
 
Page 45: With regards to Action 20, “Strengthen MDSL partner coordination and enforcement to 
address illegal route proliferation and use in high priority conservation areas,” are all MDSL 
partners aware of the recent court decision to prohibit recreational vehicle activity on ANY 
ROUTES in desert tortoise and Lane Mountain milk-vetch critical habitats in the West Mojave 
until which time the BLM designates a route network that the court deems will promote tortoise 
recovery? Perhaps knowledgeable MDSL partners should advise the BLM in defining a route 
network in the West Mojave that will not impede tortoise recovery. 
 
Page 45: Add USGS to the second column for Action #21. 
  
Page 46: Add USGS to the second column for Action #23. In the first column, change 
“rehabilitate” to “restore” (note you used “restoration” in Action #21) and use consistent terms 
throughout the document. 
 
Page 50: With regards to Action 36, “Facilitate installation of desert tortoise exclusion fencing and 
culvert restoration along critical transportation corridors as determined by the DTRO, DT RASP 
and/or DT MOG” [see DIP for definitions of acronyms], the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation 
(NFWF) recently approved $688,325.66 for the DTC’s “Expanding Highway Exclusion Fencing 
to Reduce Mojave Desert Tortoise Mortality” project in California, pending successful completion 
of their programmatic and fiscal review process. DTC would like to work closely with pertinent 
MDSL partners to plan for and install as much fencing in as many appropriate places as this grant 
will allow. 
 
We appreciate this opportunity to provide the above comments and trust they will help MDSL staff 
complete the Final Implementation Plan. Herein, we reiterate that the DTC and DTPC want to be 
identified as MDSL partners for this planning effort. Please respond in an email that you have 
received this comment letter so we can be sure our concerns have been registered with the 
appropriate personnel and office for this Project. 
 
Respectfully, 

 
Edward L. LaRue, Jr., M.S. 

Desert Tortoise Council, Ecosystems Advisory Committee, Chairperson 

 

 

  

Tom Astle 

Desert Tortoise Preserve Committee, Board President 


