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In the 1980s, in response to a growing 
human population and burgeoning 
land development, conservationists, 
politicians, and land developers in the 
Coachella Valley worked together to 
protect the threatened Coachella 
Valley fringe-toed lizard while ensuring 
continued economic development. The 
result was a 18,765-acre Habitat 
Conservation Plan (HCP). In the 
1990s, stakeholders worked together 
to develop a more inclusive Multiple 
Species HCP (MSHCP) and improve 
habitat protection for the lizard. 
Approved in 2008, the MSHCP 
encompassed over 700,000 acres, 
conserving an additional 240,000 
acres of open space and protecting 
habitat for 27 species.

PROJECT GOALS
• Develop a MSHCP that expands the HCP to 

encompass ecosystem processes and fulfill 
the requirements of the ESA on a larger scale, 
with more species and a larger area

• Work with stakeholders across sectors to 
collaboratively develop the MSHCP 

KEY ISSUES ADDRESSED
The Coachella Valley has been one of the fastest 
growing regions of the United States. This includes 
population growth and land development for 
agriculture, residences, and industry. The original HCP 
left out some lands that were critical to maintaining the 
lizard’s dune habitat. Two sand transport corridors, 
where sand movement by wind and water maintain the 
dunes that comprise the lizard’s habitat, were 
threatened by development of multiple golf courses 
and several thousand residences. Preserving these key 
ecosystem processes while incorporating several 
additional species and expanding the plan area was a 
major motivation for developing the MSHCP. 
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PROJECT HIGHLIGHTS
Incorporating Ecosystem Processes: Partners adopted an 
ecosystem framework for designing the MSHCP, wherein 
the preservation of lands where key ecosystem processes 
were intact was recognized as being crucial to the 
success of the plan. This facilitated the development of 
clear, objective criteria for deciding what lands needed to 
be acquired for preservation and where restrictions on 
land use were needed.
Monitoring Environmental Variables: Monitoring was 
designed to inform adaptive management by identifying 
what factors besides conservation design could be 
influencing populations change in target species, such as 
weather, climate, sand characteristics, fragmentation, 
invasive species, and species interactions. 
Administration and Management: A joint powers authority 
of local governments administers the MSHCP through a 
committee of elected officials. Subcommittees, which 
include all agencies and landowners, oversee the 
management of lands covered under the plan and       
land acquisitions, and administer acquisition and 
monitoring contracts. Funding was pooled from all 
partners and from permitting fees. 

Collaborators
• Numerous federal and state agencies
• Riverside County
• Nine cities
• Building industry
• Several non-governmental organizations
• Coachella Valley Association of 

Governments

The 1986 Habitat Conservation Plan was the first large-scale, 
regional HCP developed after a 1982 amendment authorizing them 
as a mechanism for complying with the Endangered Species Act.

AN ESA
FIRST

NEXT STEPS
• Continue implementing and monitoring the 

MSHCP for its 75-year duration
• Establish and manage an in-lieu fee program to 

provide wetland mitigation credits for U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers permittees

• Establish a bighorn sheep research program to 
evaluate human use impacts of trails and inform 
revision the MSHCP trails plan 

PROJECT RESOURCES
For more information on this project, contact Cameron 
Barrows: cameron.barrows@ucr.edu

For additional project resources and case studies, visit the 
Collaborative Conservation and Adaptation Strategy Toolbox:  
WWW.DESERTLCC.ORG/RESOURCE/CCAST
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LESSONS LEARNED
Preserving ecosystem processes such as sand 
transport was critical for designing a plan that can 
facilitate long-term conservation success. Efforts to 
include sand corridors have been successful in 
supporting the lizard. 
Conservation and economic development can co-
occur. Hiking is the number one activity tourists 
engage in when visiting the area. Without the MSHCP, 
most hiking areas would not have been managed to 
balance human use with protection of listed species. 
Monitoring has shown that by conserving complexity 
and supporting ecosystem processes, the MSHCP 
protects expected climate change refugia as well as 
some areas that may be resistant to invasive plants.
Developing a stakeholder base that understands 
conservation issues helps build support for the 
duration of the planning process. Maintaining public 
access where possible also helps maintain support.
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