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OVERVIEW
Dr. Michael W. Tuma recently published
a new study entitled: “Mojave Desert
Tortoises in the Red Cliffs NCA and
Upper Virgin River Recovery Unit:
Population Trends, Threats to
Persistence, and Conservation
Significance”

The study found that Mojave Desert
tortoise populations in the Red Cliffs
National Conservation Area are among
the healthiest in their range. However,
recent wildfires, along with other
threats such as invasive plants, roads,
OHV recreation, urbanization, and
climate change, pose significant risks to
these populations. Careful management
and restoration efforts are essential to
maintain these populations and support
their dispersal to other areas.
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WHAT IS
THE UPPER
VIRGIN
RIVER
RECOVERY
UNIT
(UVRRU)? 

The Upper Virgin River Recovery Unit (UVRRU) includes
designated Critical Habitat for the Mojave Desert tortoise
in Washington County, Utah, and Mohave County, Arizona. 
It is the northeastern corner of the tortoise’s range that
spans westward into California.
The UVRRU is one of five recovery units, all of which are
deemed essential for the long-term viability of the Mojave
Desert Tortoise.
The Red Cliffs National Conservation Area and Red Cliffs
Desert Reserve, which largely overlap one another, are
both located within the UVRRU. The Red Cliffs Desert
Reserve overlaps 45,311 acres of BLM-administered lands,
6,426 acres of State Trust Institutional Lands, 6,106 acres
managed by the Utah Department of Natural Resources,
and 2,981 acres of privately owned inholdings

LOCATION
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MONITORING &
POPULATION TRENDS

Desert Tortoise population
trends have been
monitored since 1999 using
distance sampling surveys
conducted by the USFWS
and Utah Department of
Natural Resources.
These surveys have
determined that Mojave
Desert tortoise populations
in the UVRRU and
especially the Red Cliffs
Reserve are among the
most robust throughout the
range of the species.
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CURRENT
STATUS OF
MOJAVE
DESERT
TORTOISE
POPULATIONS
IN THE UVRRU
AND RED
CLIFFS
RESERVE

The population of Mojave Desert tortoises in UVRRU &
Red Cliffs Reserve per square kilometer (km2) is the most
dense across the entire range – underscoring the
importance of this population. 
However, the number of tortoises per kilometer in the
Reserve declined approximately 40% between 1999 and
2023. 
An annual decline of -3.2% in the UVRRU & Red Cliffs
Reserve was detected between 2004 and 2014 –
particularly evident between 2007 and 2013. 
Survey data from 2015 through 2023 appear to indicate a
slight recovery, but not to a level that matches density
observed pre-2007. 
Range-wide, there were an estimated 336,393 adult
tortoises in 2004 and 212,343 in 2014, representing a
decline of 124,050 (-37%) over this 10-year period. 
Within Red Cliffs Reserve, the estimated abundance of
adult tortoises declined from an estimated 3,482 in 1999
to an estimated 2,425 in 2023, an estimated loss of 1,057
(-30%).
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1. Stop further fragmentation of habitat. 
No more roads! 
We need to ensure critical areas like Zone 3 in the Red Cliffs Reserve
remain protected from development, such as the proposed Northern
Corridor Highway.

2. Restore degraded habitat areas: 
Remove invasive plants and plant genetically-adapted native plants
Remove unneeded roads, tracks, and other infrastructure.

3. Protect more habitat
Provide connectivity to adjacent populations of the tortoise and potential
new habitats (resulting from climate change).

The UVRRU and Red Cliffs Reserve are critical areas, but they are
small and fragmented. The tortoises need large, unfragmented
patches of high-quality habitat for genetic diversity and resilience
to unpredictable events like fires and droughts.

IN CONCLUSION
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RESOURCESMichael Tuma’s Full Report: https://
conserveswu.org/240618_Tuma_MDT_UVRRU_
Conservation_Significance/

USFWS Biology Report: https://www.fws.gov/
sites/default/files/documents/
Biological%20Report%20for%20the%20Upper%
20Virgin%20River%20Recovery%20Unit_Januar
y%2012%202021%20%282%29.pdf 

Information about the proposed Northern
Corridor Highway: https://conserveswu.org/
northern-corridor-highway/ 
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GO TO WWW.PROTECTREDCLIFFS.COM

http://www.protectredcliffs.com/

