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As far back as the late 70s, discussions about listing the Mojave desert tortoise (MDT) 

(Gopherus agassizi)  as “endangered” were underway.1 Then in the 80s and early 90s further 

discussions occurred  about the “listing as threatened” which included populations in parts of 

Utah, Arizona, Nevada and California all are many of which were thought to be declining. In 

1990, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) listed the MDT as threatened under the 

Endangered Species Act. 23 

Washington County Utah contains some of the best MDT habitat.  

Desert tortoise range  

  

The listing as threatened meant that Washington County was federally mandated by the USFS to 

deal with this listing. A Steering Committee was established in 1990 which included 

representatives from government agencies, livestock interests, environmental organizations, 

recreation interests, land developers, and landowners to formulate a plan.4 The Steering 

Committee was charged with creating a plan which would allow development (take of tortoises) 
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in desert tortoise habitat in fast-growing Washington County Cities, particularly St. George, 

while increasing the likelihood of recovery of this listed species. Proposed (and final take areas) 

included high densities of tortoises adjacent to the reserve which were sacrificed in the spirit of 

obtaining a County-wide solution that would protect the Reserve from development, including 

new roads such as highways. 

In the early 1990s and even earlier Washington County was one of the fastest-growing counties 

in the country.5  Listing the tortoise would curtail much-desired development.  Contentious 

discussions resulted among developers, city governments, the county, ranchers, business 

interests, biologists and environmentalists.  

In spite of this and after many difficult meetings between stakeholders, the county and impacted 

cities agreed to a Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP) which established the Reserve in 1996 

(named Red Cliffs Desert Reserve in or around 1998) to protect the threatened MDT and other 

animal, fish and plant special status species so growth in Washington County could occur 

without additional restraint. The HCP also provided a template to preserve scenic hiking and 

horseback riding areas (and later mountain biking) for the general public. Washington County 

has the highest density of endangered, threatened, special status species in the state. 6 

 

A twenty-year HCP was developed to provide direction for the protection and management of 

the habitat as well as saving critical open space for public use (e.g. hiking and horseback riding 

etc.)7.  Understanding what protections HCPs provide is important.  Congress passed the 

Endangered Species Act in 1973 (ESA) recognizing that endangered and threatened species, both 

                                                           
5 Washington County 

http://ucdp.utah.edu/t_county/washington-county/ 
6 County Lists of Utah's Federally Listed Threatened, Endangered, and Candidate Species 
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wildlife and plants, “are of esthetic, ecological, educational, historical, recreational, and 

scientific value.”8 Habitat Conservation Plans (HCPs) were established under section 10(a)(1)(B) 

of the ESA9 to provide for partnerships with non-Federal parties to conserve ecosystems 

ultimately contributing to their recovery.  HCPs are planning documents that are required as part 

of an application for an incidental permit, which allows threatened or endangered species to be 

harmed or moved from one area to another for protection.  

The HCP and Reserve were created and agreed to by representatives from the following 

governmental entities and organizations: Washington County, Snow Canyon State Park, Bureau 

of Land Management (BLM), USFWS, Utah Department of Natural Resources (UDNR), Utah 

Division of Wildlife Resources (UDWR), Utah School and Institutional Trust Lands 

Administration (SITLA), The Nature Conservancy (TNC), and the cities that were considered to 

have prime tortoise habitat: St. George, Washington City, Ivins, Hurricane, Santa Clara, 

Rockville, and Springdale.10  Even before the HCP was officially approved by USFWS several 

cities and towns signed interlocal agreements for the HCP (see Interlocal Agreement example at 

end of section). The towns and cities listed below that have interlocal agreements were obtained 

through the Red Cliffs Reserve office but may not include all:  

1993  St. George 

1993  Ivins 

1993  Rockville 

1993  Santa Clara 

1993  Washington City 

1994  Springdale 

2006  LaVerkin 

2006  Toquerville  

Approximately 61,000 acres of prime tortoise habitat, just north of the city of St. George and 

adjacent to Snow Canyon State Park, was set aside along with other significant densities adjacent 

to Washington and Hurricane Cities, in exchange for more than 300,000 acres of land in the 

county that was freed for development.11  Additionally, zone 4 of the Reserve was planned to be 

a translocation area where taken tortoises, considered healthy, could be released. The HCP 

provided direction for how the Reserve would be administered and allowed for access within the 

reserve for municipal water wells, power lines, and an electric substation. About 12,000 acres 

were established as “take” area outside the reserve meaning that development could occur there 

after the area was cleared of tortoises. This “incidental take permit” allowed for removal or 

accidental death of 1,169 tortoises on private property outside the Reserve as development on 

those lands occurred.  
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Further, the HCP allowed for the expansion of Red Hills Parkway from two to four lanes within 

the Reserve.  The expansion forced the relocation of 16 desert tortoises and destroyed some 

habitat in a dense, critical environment.  This has been confused by local officials to mean that 

the NC was included in the HCP, which it was not; only the expansion of the Red Hills Parkway 

was included in the HCP and that is why there is NO mention of a NC in the HCP document 

which all the cities, agencies and the County extensively reviewed and agree to.  The road which 

was expanded was an existing road – Skyline Drive – which is allowed by the HCP.  In short, the 

proposed NC would be a new road (freeway), which is not currently allowed (nor was it ever 

planned to be in the reserve).  The accuracy of these statements has been independently 

confirmed with the first Administrator, Dr. Bill Mader (pers. communication), who co-authored 

the HCP and signed the application for the USFWS take permit on December 7, 1995.  Indeed, 

an excerpt from page 127 of the 1995 Habitat Conservation Plan states it most clearly: “The 

largest block of habitat which will remain roadless is within Zone 3 of the reserve which is 

between the Cottonwood Road, Interstate 15, the Dixie National Forest, and Red Cliffs, an area 

of approximately 28,147 acres.”  Grazing permits were also purchased by Dr. Mader on behalf of 

the Reserve in zone 3 to provide further protection because the area was considered so critical to 

recovery. 

To understand what the HCP put forth here are a few "road" related excerpts from the HCP with 

emphasis added.  

Within or adjacent to populated areas of Washington County, it is speculated that desert 

tortoise populations have declined due to road kills, predation by dogs, and degradation of 

habitat, but the extent of URTD (Upper Respiratory Tract Disease) in Washington County 

remains unclear.12 

 Since many areas have recently experienced the increasing effects of human activity, 

such as livestock grazing, roads, OHV use, and other urban activities, the ecological 

value of the area has been reduced from its “pristine” condition.13 

 Thus in reserved areas impacted by grazing, roads, OHV trails and other disturbances, 

enhancement can improve the chances for a species' survival in perpetuity.14 

 Blocks of habitat that are roadless or otherwise inaccessible to humans are better than 

roaded and accessible habitat blocks.15 

 The largest block of habitat which will remain roadless is within Zone 3 of the reserve 

which is between the Cottonwood Road, Interstate 15, the Dixie National Forest, and 

Red Cliffs, an area of approximately 28,147 acres.  The next largest block is also within 
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Zone 3, and it is between Highway 18 and the Cottonwood Road north of Skyline 

Drive, an area of approximately 10,155 acres. 16 

Zone 3 noted above is the specific zone through which local leaders currently are planning their 

preferred route. To understand this better, some details about the reserve’s zones are helpful. 

From the original 1995 HCP:  

The proposed reserve is divided into five zones based on management goals.17 

 The five zones are described, parcel information is identified, and management 

recommendations are illustrated in the following paragraphs, figures, and tables. In all 

management zones, free-roaming dogs or feral animals would not be allowed in any of 

the reserve areas. 18 

 Zone 3 covers the area from Highway 18 on the west to Interstate 15 on the east.19 

 This area entails 38,541 acres, of which 23,571 are managed by the BLM and 9,927 are 

managed by the Division of State Lands and Forestry.20 

In 2009 as part of the Omnibus Public Land Management Act (OPLMA)21, the Red Cliffs 

National Conservation Area was established. The RCNCA covers 45,000 acres of the original 

61,000-acre Red Cliffs Desert Reserve. When RCNCA was established by OPLMA the HCP’s 

management protocols included management in the new RCNCA. 

 

                                                           
16 HCP (page 127) 
17 HCP (page 27) 
18 HCP (page 27) 
19 HCP (page 32) 
20 HCP (page 32) 
21 https://www.congress.gov/bill/111th-congress/senate-bill/22 

Zone 3 – Route for the proposed 

Northern Corridor highway 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/111th-congress/senate-bill/22


 



 



 



 



 

 


