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I. Introduction

a. Tortoises are known as massive giants but the Desert tortoise only grows to be 15 inches in length. They are threatened because of vandalism and the destruction of their habitat.
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III. Conclusion

a. The amount of desert tortoises have decreased and increased over the years but studies show a steady increase of their population.
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The Desert Tortoise

Final Copy


 Although Tortoises are known as massive giants the desert tortoise only grows to be 15 inches in length. They are a threatened species because of vandalism and the destruction of their habitat. Vandalism includes killing the tortoises intentionally by the act of tipping them over on their backs and left to die. People use the desert tortoise for target practice, and destroy their habitat deliberately by disrupting their natural home.


Gopherus Agassizii, the scientific name of the desert tortoise sounds nothing like desert tortoise; however, their common name is nothing else but, desert tortoise. A simple description of the desert tortoise would be it is an herbivore that can grow to be 9 to 15 inches long. Another, more specific way to identify them is that their front legs are flattened with well developed muscle for digging borrows. One of the reasons that the desert tortoise has well developed muscle in their front is that they can exceed up to 140%F by digging up to 30ft. burrows in the ground. Another are their unusual trait is that 95% of their life is spent in their burrows. This is because of the hot temperature around them and they dig the burrows to escape the extreme heat. Another interesting fact is that an adult tortoise can live up to one full year without direct accessed to water.


The desert tortoise family is a reptile, and its habitat is semi-arid grasslands to the rocky canyon bottoms. They range from California and Nevada to Arizona and New Mexico, and in some parts of southern Mexico. Their main food is basically small cacti and flowers, and if this food isn’t available they then eat their secondary food which would be herbs, grasses, or small shrubs. When a female reaches 15-20 years of age a she is able to lay eggs. A female Desert Tortoise can lay 4-12 eggs at a time, and gives birth every 2-3 years. The average lifespan of the desert tortoise can live up to 100 years in captivity but can be much less in the wild because of their predators. Since there are not many desert tortoises in captivity and they are being killed in the wild their status hangs right at a threatened species, however it has got up in the past years, because in 1993 the species was threatened. Now the number that exists is 200 per square mile in their common range.


Humans are the main reason that the desert tortoise is a threatened species. Humans come in and destroy their habitat by turning it into residential or agricultural land. Some humans illegally collect desert tortoises. Wild life is also killed by vehicles in places once impossible to reach. Urban expansion created by humans decreases the number of tortoises and increases the number of ravens which hunt tortoises. Domestic animals like cattle or sheep that arrive with humans trample desert tortoises and they also compete for food. Other threats that don’t include humans is an upper respiratory tract disease. Ravens, Gila Monsters, Kit Foxes, Badgers, Roadrunners, and Coyotes are all hunters of the tortoise and also cause many of their deaths. There are many different programs helping the recovery of the desert tortoise. In 1971 The Bureau of Land Management established 38 square miles of sanctuary, known as Desert Tortoise National Area which was located near California City, California. Desert Tortoise National Area is closed to vehicles, livestock grazing, and mineral exploration. In 1989 37,300acers where restricted from humans for a year. This occurred due to respiratory infection, and it spread through out the desert tortoise populations, mainly from released house pets. In 1989, the status moved from threatened to endangered, but now it is federally listed as a threatened species again. Captive breeding of the desert tortoise first took place in the San Diego Zoo, and then in the Sonora Desert Museum of Tucson, Arizona.


The amount of desert tortoises have decreased and increased over the years, but studies show a steady rise of their population. Now state and federal wildlife agencies are extremely involved in the conservation programs. Also recent studies show increases of up to 55% at seven of eight study sights. Since the efforts have been consistent and effective the desert tortoise my one day have a healthy status. 
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