TORTOISE TALK
Gopherus agassizzii, the Desert Tortoise, is proving that slow and steady pays off.  Turtles have been around for millions of years. They have changed very little over time and are described as reptiles, with a bony shell that covers their body, and no teeth. Over time, turtles have slowly changed to survive in different environments such as salt water, fresh water, and on land. Turtles that are strictly land-based are classified as tortoises. 

Gopherus agassizii is more commonly known as the Desert Tortoise. Gopherus is part of its scientific name meaning, “burrowing.” They have claws used for digging and flattened forelimbs for shoveling dirt, making them experts at burrowing in order to escape the desert’s high and low temperatures. 

Moving at an average speed of 20 feet per minute, this reptile knows how to stop and smell the flowers. Along with a bony shell (actually part of its body), the desert tortoise has no teeth but will use its beak to rip the tender stems and blossoms of wildflowers, and the cactus pads it loves to eat. Tortoises will get most of their water by eating these succulent desert plants. But they have other water-saving tricks like reptilian skin that helps keep moisture inside, and slows water loss from their bodies. Adult tortoises can also store nearly a cup of water in their bladders from a long, cool drink after a refreshing desert rain. 

Wild tortoises have very few natural enemies yet only up to five hatchlings out of every one hundred will survive to adulthood. Part of its secret to survival lies with its shell. A tortoise’s shell is made up of two layers: a layer of bone with an outer layer of scutes that create the patterns we see on the backs of tortoises. 

The shell is actually part of the animal’s body. It provides a strong armor against predators, though it can take 6 years before a young tortoise’s shell completely hardens. During that time the shell is flexible and leaves hatchlings with less protection against animal attacks. But this also gives baby tortoises the ability to bend the bottom of their shell with the top for a tighter seal when they pull inside their shells for protection. Adult tortoises lose this flexibility as they grow older but in exchange, their shells become completely hardened. This helps to protect adult tortoises from the claws, teeth, and beaks of potential predators.
Encountering a desert tortoise on a desert plain can be a real treat. Just remember, they are a protected species, so you are not allowed to harass the tortoise in any manner. 
