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The Arizona Game and Fish Department (Department) has developed the following guidelines to
reduce potential impacts to desert tortoises, and to promote the continued existence of tortoises
throughout the State. These guidelines apply to short-term and/or small-scale projects,
depending on the number of affected tortoises and specific type of project.

The Sonoran population of desert tortoises occurs south and east of the Colorado River.
Tortoises encountered in the open should be moved out of harm's way to adjacent appropriate
habitat. If an occupied burrow is determined to be in jeopardy of destruction, the tortoise should
be relocated to the nearest appropriate alternate burrow or other appropriate shelter, as
determined by a qualified biologist. Tortoises should be moved less than 48 hours in advance of
the habitat disturbance so they do not return to the area in the interim. Tortoises should be
moved quickly, kept in an upright position parallel to the ground at all times, and placed in the
shade. Separate disposable gloves should be worn for each tortoise handled to avoid potential
transfer of disease between tortoises. Tortoises must not be moved if the ambient air temperature
exceeds 40° Celsius (105° Fahrenheit) unless an alternate burrow is available or the tortoise is in
imminent danger.

A tortoise may be moved up to one-half mile, but no further than necessary from its original
location. If a release site, or alternate burrow, is unavailable within this distance, and ambient air
temperature exceeds 40° Celsius (105° Fahrenheit), the Department should be contacted to place
the tortoise into a Department-regulated desert tortoise adoption program. Tortoises salvaged
from projects which result in substantial permanent habitat loss (e.g. housing and highway
projects), or those requiring removal during long-term (longer than one week) construction
projects, will also be placed in desert tortoise adoption programs. Managers of projects likely to
affect desert tortoises should obtain a scientific collecting permit from the Department to
facilitate temporary possession of tortoises. Likewise, if large numbers of tortoises (>5) are
expected to be displaced by a project, the project manager should contact the Department for
guidance and/or assistance.

Please keep in mind the following points:

These guidelines do not apply to the Mojave population of desert tortoises (north and
west of the Colorado River). Mojave desert tortoises are specifically protected under the
Endangered Species Act, as administered by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

These guidelines are subject to revision at the discretion of the Department. We
recommend that the Department be contacted during the planning stages of any project
that may affect desert tortoises.

Take, possession, or harassment of wild desert tortoises is prohibited by state law.

Unless specifically authorized by the Department, or as noted above, project personnel
should avoid disturbing any tortoise.
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