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Every spring and fall, 
the Nellis Natural Re-
sources Program (NNRP) 
surveys Nellis AFB and the 
Nevada Test and Training 
Range (NTTR) for signs 
of Mojave desert tortoises. 
The search consists of sys-
tematically hiking through 
desert tortoise habitats, 
recording desert tortoises, 
their burrows, scat and 
other tortoise signs. 

“The desert tortoise 
create burrows, a tunnel 
structure that is used by 
many different species 
of wildlife,” said Kristen 
McCarty, Center for Envi-

ronmental Management 
of Military Lands wildlife 
biologist, “so the desert 
tortoise is an indicator to 
the over-all health of the 
diverse species in the area.”

The desert tortoise 
spends up to 95 percent 
of its life underground, 
and can live in a variety of 
habitats from desert flats 
to rocky foothills and can-
yons. They can be found 
from sea-level to 3,500 
feet in elevation.

“We are out looking for 
the tortoises so that we can 
make future recommenda-
tions for development of 
those areas.” McCarty said, 
“If we find an area that 
has a high population of 
tortoises, we might suggest 
to the Air Force that they 

refrain from developing 
in that area, or put in ad-
ditional protections [such 
as] adding fences to keep 
tortoises out of roads or ar-
eas they might be affected 
by humans.”

During active tortoise 
season, spanning April 
through May and Septem-
ber through October, NN-
RP’s team surveys weekly 
for signs of activity on 
Nellis AFB and the NTTR.

“The Air Force utilizes 
this survey data to mini-
mize potential impacts to 
the species. We also active-
ly plan for conservation 
opportunities such as habi-
tat restoration.” said Olivia 
Baez, 99th Civil Engineer 
Squadron natural resource 
program manager.

The Mojave desert 
tortoise was listed as a 
threatened species under 
state law in 1989 and 
under federal law in 1990 
due to the severe decline in 
population numbers.

“By doing these surveys 
we can analyze data from 
past years and determine 
if the tortoise population 
is declining and by what 
metrics.” McCarty said, 
“Generally, range-wide, the 
population decreased 32 
percent between 2004 and 
2014.”

Several factors have 
led to the decline in the 
population numbers of the 
desert tortoise. Developing 
areas, roads, ravens and 
coyotes are all threats to 
the health of the species.

“There are many things 
that we can do to help 
protect the desert tortoise 
population.” McCarty said, 
“Never remove a tortoise 
from the wild or release a 
pet tortoise into the wild, 
as they can spread disease 
to wild tortoises. When 
traveling desert roads, 
mind your speed if you are 
near undeveloped areas. If 
you have been parked for 
a long period of time in 
those areas, check under 
your car before driving. 
And lastly, do not litter 
in the desert. Ravens and 
coyotes are attracted to the 
food that humans leave out 
and grow their population 
size. Ravens have increased 
their population by 700 
percent since the 1970’s 
due to human interaction.”

As recently as the 
mid-century, tortoises 
were a common sight in 
the Mojave region. Today 
they are rarely seen and 
in some areas they have 
vanished completely.

“Much can be done to 
protect this threatened 
species,” McCarty said, “so 
I would say my job is very 
rewarding.”

$1.50

M
D

Proudly Serving the Eastern Kern County Communities • Boron • California City • Mojave • Ridgecrest • Rosamond • Tehachapi

Thursday, October 14, 2021 | 83rd Year • No. 41

MOJAVE – Two events 
will be held at the Mojave 
Transportation Museum in 
October, expecting to bring 
in several pilots and fans 
of airplanes into the social 
circle. 

The next Plane Cra-
zy Saturday will be Oct 
16. From 10am to 2pm, 
where the MTM will honor 
founding board member 
Wen Painter, who passed 
away April 2020. 

Painter is an Air Force 
veteran who worked 
as an engineer at the 
NASA-Dryden Flight 
Research Center, before 
retiring and joining the 
National Pilot School in 
Mojave, to tech flight me-
chanics to students. 

 There will be a 
memorial plaque unveil-
ing at 11am in Legacy 
Park, and a presentation 
of Wen’s life in photos in 
the MASP Board room at 
noon. 

Aviation enthusiasts 
will also get to hang out 
with newly graduated 
pilots and share stories 
over dinner at the Mojave 
Transportation Museum 
Foundation’s annual BBQ 
the week following Oct 21. 

Traveling to Mojave will 
be the graduating classes 
from the Navy Test Pilot 
School in Patuxent River, 
Maryland, Air Force Test 
Pilot School at Edwards 
Air Force Base, and the 
foundation’s own gradu-
ates from the National Test 
Pilot School. 

The BBQ will be held at 
Hansen Hangar, featuring 
a social hour and a dinner 
catered by Grills Gone 
Wild, kicking off at 5 p.m. 
Dinners start at $25 per 
person and those attending 
are encouraged to adopt 
a test pilot or flight test 
engineer for the evening. 
You can buy a ticket for 
yourself and one for a pilot 
or FTE for $50 or as many 
as you’d like for $25 each. 

In addition to the 
festivities, the event will 
feature a guest speaker 
with decades of flight ex-
perience. Retired flight op-
erations and chief test pilot 
Phil Schulz has a bach-
elor’s degree in Science 
Aeronautical Engineering 
and has been a pilot for 62 
years. 

Schulz has flown over 
100 types of aircrafts and 
was a standing member 
of GE’s Chief Engineers 
Office Flight Readiness 
Review Board for flight 
test programs. Shultz and 
his wife Barbara made an 
appearance at the air-
port back in February to 
showcase their Twin Beech 
plane, one of the five used 
to test the Global Position-
ing System.  

Mojave 
Transportation 
Museum to host 

aviation BBQ, 
memorial service 

for founding 
board member

  Many people who 
travel Interstate 5 north 
and south come upon an 
interchange with State 
Route 99 north and south, 
which takes them through 
a small unincorporated 
community called Wheeler 
Ridge. Wheeler Ridge is 
in the southwestern San 
Joaquin Valley in Kern 
County, is 4.25 miles 
south-southeast of Met-
tler, southwest of Arvin 
and sits at an elevation of 
955 feet above sea level. 
Some street addresses 
in Wheeler Ridge are 
addressed as either Arvin, 
CA which is east of I-5 or 
Lebec, CA which is west 
of I-5. Wheeler Ridge post 
office ran from 1923 to 
1972.

  So, what is the history 
of Wheeler Ridge? What 
make the community so 
significant? Well, I decid-
ed to do some research 
after doing a story on the 
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National Night Out is 
celebrated across the country 
as an opportunity for commu-
nity members to get to know 
their local law enforcement. 
The Parks and Recreation 
Department partnered with 
the California City Police 
Officers Association to bring 
National Night Out to Cal City 

Oct 5. Visitors were able to 
grab refreshments and learn 
more about services available 
to them. 

Law enforcement from the 
city, county and surround-
ing areas stopped by and set 
up tents, offering goodies, 
games and conversation with 
residents. Part of the national 
event includes demonstrations 
by public safety and as a spe-

cial treat The California City 
Fire Department worked with 
fire fighters from Edwards to 
break down a car. 

Parks Coordinator Theresa 
Oaks said this was a great op-
portunity to come together as 
a community and build better 
relationships between law 
enforcement and residents. 

Parks and Rec, local public 
safety host National Night Out 
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A firefighter uses a power cutter to slice 
through the back of a small vehicle. The fire-
fighters demonstrated what it would look like 
to take down a car after its totaled. 
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Two young kids get their faces painted as two 
others look through their options. Several ac-
tivities were tailored for children and offered 
free to families.
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The California City Police Officers Associa-
tion and the California City Animal Outreach 
Foundation both manned tables inside the 
Strata Center. A DJ was also inside playing 
music and a bit of karaoke loud enough to 
hear outside. 
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Girls pose together as they help serve food to 
visitors. Dozens of school-aged kids volun-
teered during the event. 
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A firefighter hauls off a car door to the side 
to make room for more parts. As the car came 
apart fire fighters spoke to watchers about 
their safety rules and equipment. 
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The top of the vehicle comes off with the help 
of four firefighters. It’s estimated the entire 
car weighs about 3,000 pounds. 
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California City Police Chief Jon Walker at the 
grill serving hotdogs to visitors at Central 
Park. Other public safety officials and volun-
teers helped greet and serve visitors. 
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Kristen McCarty, Center for Environmental Management of Military Lands wildlife biologist, shares findings 
of a juvenile desert tortoise carcass with Olivia Baez, 99th Civil Engineer Squadron natural resource program 
manager, at Nellis Air Force Base, Nevada, Sept. 13, 2021. Every spring and fall, the Nellis Natural Resources 
Program (NNRP) monitors Nellis AFB and the Nevada Test and Training Range (NTTR) for signs of Mojave desert 
tortoises. The search consists of systematically hiking through the desert tortoise habitat and recording desert 
tortoise, their burrows, scat and other tortoise signs.

Nellis Natural Resources Program 
strives to protect Mojave desert 

tortoise population
“There are 
many things 
that we can 
do to help 
protect 
the desert 
tortoise 
population.”
 - Kristen McCarty, 
Center for 
Environmental 
Management of Military 
Lands wildlife biologis


