
C a l i fo r n i a  a n d  N eva d a  a r e  h o m e  to 
t h e  D e s e r t  To r t o i s e .

The desert tortoise is a threatened species.  
What you do while you’re in the desert can  

help save the species for future generations. 
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By following a few simple rules, you can do your part to 
protect the threatened desert tortoise and ensure that it 
survives for future generation.

• Leave them alone! 
It is against the law to touch, harm, harass 
or collect a wild desert tortoise. When 
alarmed, tortoises void their bladders 
and waste precious stored water—a 
reaction that can prove fatal for tortoises 
unable to replenish the supply. Stay at 
least 10 feet away from any tortoise you 
spot, and keep dogs leashed at all times.

• Stay on designated roads and trails. 
Don’t drive, bike or walk off trails or roads 
except in designated “Open Areas.” 
Cross-country travel through sandflats 
and other desert habitat can crush 
tortoise burrows, burying the occupants 
underground or stranding tortoises on 
the surface where they are vulnerable 
to predators and deadly temperature 
extremes.

• Watch for tortoises on roads and trails. 
Desert tortoises readily cross roads and 
trails, but the slow-moving species are 
no match for bikes, cars, trucks and 
offhighway vehicles. Be alert and proceed 
with caution!

You may notice the half-moon-shaped holes 
that punctuate the desert landscape. These 
are the entrances to the burrows desert 
tortoises dig to cope with the extreme desert 
temperatures. Desert tortoises leave their 
burrows, often located in the shade of bushes 
on the open sandy flats or in the banks of dry 
washes, mainly to eat and drink.

They build up most of their fat and water 
reserves in the spring, when the desert is 
abloom with grasses, wildflowers and other 
succulent green plants. They store water 
with—up to a year’s supply—in their canteen-
like bladders, absorbing it as needed. In 
winter they retreat to their deepest burrows.

As well-adapted as the desert tortoise is to 
the harsh conditions, this ancient species is 
defenseless against the human population 
boom that has brought habitat degradation 
and other changes to the high desert. As a 
result, its numbers have sharply declined. 
The desert tortoise is now on the federal list 
of threatened species and is protected by 
state and federal law. Researchers are closely 
monitoring desert tortoise populations and 
working to address the threats they face.

• Check under parked vehicles. 
Desert tortoises have been known to 
seek shade beneath parked cars, trucks 
and recreational vehicles. If you park 
in the desert, look under your vehicle 
before you drive it.

• Don’t release pet tortoises in the desert. 
A pet tortoise released in the wild 
probably won’t survive and may infect 
resident tortoises with disease. Wild 
desert tortoises are susceptible to upper 
respiratory infections and other diseases 
linked to captive tortoises. If you have a 
pet tortoise and can no longer care for it, 
call the Tortoise Group at 702-739-7113 
or visit tortoisegroup.org.

• Keep the desert clean. 
Don’t dump or litter. Desert tortoises can 
get tangled in trash. Garbage attracts 
ravens and other predators that feed 
on desert tortoises, their eggs and 
hatchlings. The slow-moving desert 
tortoise is no match for motorized 
vehicles. Fencing is used in some high-
traffic areas to prevent tortoise deaths 
and injuries, but be on the lookout 
wherever you drive in the desert.


