Briefing Statement

Date: March 4, 2003

Title: Desert Tortoise Recovery Plan Revision


Issue: The Recovery Plan call for a revision every three to five years.  The GAO Final Report also suggests that the Recovery Plan be revised every 3 to 5 years or when new information becomes available.

Background:

1. The Desert Tortoise Recovery Plan was finalized and signed in 1994 after over two years of drafting by an assigned Recovery Team.  The Recovery Plan was based on the best available information at that time, as confirmed by the GAO through an independent review of scientists from the National Academy of Science.

2. From April 1994 to present, the FWS and other DOI and DOD agencies have used the Recovery Plan as the basis for determining the needs of the species in various land planning decisions such as the Washington County, Utah HCP, the Clark Co., Nevada HCP and MSHCP and many Section 7 Biological Opinions for land management decisions throughout the range of the species.

3. Implementation of the Recovery Plan has come under recent criticism because land use prescriptions have been implemented for the protection of the species but corresponding monitoring to determine the effectiveness of these actions has not occurred; therefore, little is known about the benefit of these actions.

4. 
Congressional inquires have been made regarding the intent of the FWS to revise the recovery plan, given the language in the plan that calls for a reassessment and the apparent need to assess the prescriptions called for in the plan.

Status/Next Steps:

1. The FWS has, in their official response to the GAO report and Congressional inquires,  agreed to initiate a reassessment of the 1994 Desert Tortoise Recovery Plan.

2. The FWS at the February 12, 2003, MOG meeting introduced a two step process for completing the assessment and revision of the Recovery Plan:  

The first step of the revision would be to conduct a formal assessment of the Plan through the collection of  available information. The assessment would focus on new information available since the drafting of the original plan.  The assessment team would also be charged with reviewing the original strategy and objectives of achieving species recovery, given any new thinking in the field of Conservation Biology.  The team would  then make recommendations to the MOG on or before January 2004.

  
The second step would involve the formation of an official Recovery Team charged with drafting the revision of the Plan.  This step, given the effort of the assessment team, would be accelerated over what typically would be needed for a wide-ranging species.  It is anticipated that the draft plan could be prepared in 12 months.

3. It is anticipated that, during the assessment process, briefings and workshops would be held with stakeholder participation to provide for the collection of new information, the exchange of information and sharing of ideas and opinions.  This open process should provide opportunities for a better understanding of the biology and needs of the species, the thinking and limitations of the existing science, and the need to base the Recovery Plan on the best available information while providing protection for the species and its habitat.

4. During this process the assessment team will make periodic briefings to the MOG and to the DMG to ensure that actions and recovery objectives are discussed and are achievable.

