July 20, 2010





Members of Sonoma County Planning Commission

Blake Hillegas, Member of Sonoma County Planning Staff

2550 Ventura Avenue

Santa Rosa, CA  95403-2829

(submitted via email July 22, 2010)

Re:  Roblar Road Quarry Proposal, PLP03-0094

Dear Members of the Planning Commission and Mr. Hillegas:

This comment letter pertains to the above-referenced proposal.  
At the request of Citizens Against Roblar Rock Quarry (CARRQ), I have visually inspected the quarry site from outside the property boundaries and reviewed the Biological Resource sections of the DEIR and FEIR for the Roblar Road Quarry Proposal; on CARRQ’s behalf, I offer the following biologically-based comments prompted from the discovery of presence of the California tiger salamander (CTS) on the site. 

I am the principle wildlife biologist and owner of BioConsultant LLC; an environmental consulting firm in Santa Rosa.  My CV is attached. My experience in wildlife biology is documented in the CV.

CTS and Upland Habitat Mitigation
Given the recent discovery of CTS larvae in two stock ponds on the adjacent parcels of the quarry project site, the 70 acres of upland habitat that will be permanently lost due to quarry construction creates a significant impact that will require further analysis, replacement and mitigation. 

According to the DIR….

The project site consists of two parcels, the 70 acre-parcel that would be directly disturbed by the proposed quarry, and a separate 128.76-acre parcel that surrounds the quarry parcel. In all cases where onsite biological mitigation is identified to mitigate the quarry impacts, such mitigation would occur on the separate 128.76-acre parcel. 
The “mitigation parcel” is a fairly narrow, U-shaped parcel that encloses the quarry parcel. Contained within it is the North pond that supports CTS, a large oak woodland stand, unpaved roadways, an existing ranch, and a portion of the proposed alternative haul road.   It is unclear how much of the mitigation parcel supports high quality grassland/upland habitat.  This 128.76 acre parcel can't be assumed to have the features required by CTS without full evaluation of its qualities for support of the species.

The FEIR mitigations as outlined in D.11a-11b states that the “The applicant is required to compensate for the loss of CTS breeding and upland habitat in accordance with federal and state regulation and shall not be less than a 1:1 ratio” but does not address analysis/studies to determine the adequacy of the mitigation upland habitat in terms of suitability and quality.  The mitigation habitat must be suitable for CTS survival and equivalent to the upland habitat to be lost/ removed.

The Biological Opinion and Habitat Mitigation Plan must include an evaluation of the quality of the terrestrial/upland habitat of the “mitigation parcel” in terms of available aestivation/refugia sites, current CTS occupation, food sources, size and connectivity to breeding ponds.  

CTS Outlying Population 

The onsite CTS larval detection is located 1.75 miles west of and outside the 2003 USFWS draft Potential Range of the Sonoma County CTS.  Often outlying animal sub-populations are most variable and are thus particularly important in terms of retaining genetic diversity within a single area.  The degree to which these newly-found populations of CTS contribute to the genetic diversity of the salamander populations in Sonoma County would require future study, but it is possible that these outlying populations may have genes less common in core populations.  If such were the case, conserving these peripheral populations would be particularly important for survival of the species. 
Cumulative Effects of the Loss of Upland Habitat

Studies conducted by Fawcett (2007) have identified that California red-legged frog CRF is also present in the Center pond and utilizing the surrounding upland habitat.  The DEIR also acknowledges that the American badger, a California Species of Special Concern is present.  I have observed extensive badger use in the upland habitat adjacent to the Center Pond.   Given the documented presence of multiple special status species (CTS, CRF and badger) all utilizing the grassland habitat, the permanent loss of the high quality upland grassland habitat has not been sufficiently addressed nor have the cumulative impacts under CEQA definition been adequately analyzed.  

The DEIR or FEIR do not include any specific mitigation that reduces the loss of the upland habitat to "less than significant."

Other Special Status Species 

A biotic study was conducted by Golden Bear Biostudies (June 2003); by most industry standards, the study is outdated and rather lacking in baseline information.  The report states that additional late season botanical and wildlife surveys would be conducted and submitted as addenda but the addendum is not in the record.  The 2003 study focused only on species of aquatic habitat; no upland wildlife surveys were performed. 

The study concluded that “surveys did not result in any observations of special status plants or animals.  Therefore, there will be no adverse impacts to special status species (subject to final surveys in early summer 2003).”  

Since the study was completed, three special status species have been discovered (CTS, CRF and badger).  Additionally, California Department Fish and Game (CDFG) has issued a new protocol for botanical surveys: Protocols for Surveying and Evaluating Impacts to Special Status Native Plant Populations and Natural Communities (November 24, 2009).

The lack of survey effort for highly probable special status species such as northwestern pond turtle, foothill yellow-legged frog, burrowing owl, bats, raptors and badger supplies no baseline information to determine impact significance and provide meaningful mitigations, which compounds the inability of these studies to adequately analysis cumulative impacts.  

While the DEIR offers Mitigation measures D-1-7 to avoid and minimize direct impacts with pre-construction surveys there is no baseline information to determine significance and cumulate effects.  Additionally, the mitigations offered in D-1-7 do not address loss of habitat.  
The biotic study should be updated or a new study should be conducted adhering to the new DFG botanical protocols.  The study should cover the bloom time of all potentially occurring rare plant species and include surveys for upland special status species.   

The new DFG protocol states that additional surveys maybe necessary if… “Surveys are not current” and provide the following explanation.  “Habitats, such as grassland or desert plant communities that have annual and short-lived perennial plants as major floristic components may require yearly surveys to accurately document baseline conditions for purposes of impact assessment”.  The Mendocino County Department of Planning and Building Services considered most biotic studies valid for 5 years, unless changes in vegetation and/or conditions have occurred. 

American Badger

While a badger study, titled ESA Roblar Road Quarry Project (2007) was conducted on the potential alternative haul road alignment area, no studies were performed on the actual quarry site.  The report cites CNDDB badger occurrence #382 located nearby on Roblar Road, which was submitted by this author, but this study failed to disclose onsite occurrence #404, located on the quarry project site.  This occurrence was reported 03-15-2007 by the applicant’s biologist, Dr. Michael Fawcett.  His description cites “hundreds of badger burrows on the site, dozens appear to be active”.  
Another occurrence submitted but not yet posted on CNDDB is located on Blank Road, less than 2 miles to the north of the quarry project.  This site also contains hundreds of badger burrows with potential denning activity (personal obs).  Other badger sites within 5 miles include occurrence #405 and #407, both near Highway 101 and Cotati.  Occurrences #408, #232, #390 are located west of the quarry site at distances greater than 5 miles.   
It is apparent that the quarry project site and surrounding landscape is extensively used by badger in it’s nomadic, wide-ranging lifestyle.  The quarry site appears to be situated within a current movement corridor with surrounding documented badger presence.   Conserving contiguous movement corridors is vital for the survival of our local wildlife in their efforts to move among urban areas and remnant habitat patches to find adequate resources and avoid population inbreeding.  
The DEIR states that D.5 “…..addresses potential project impacts to American badger and the loss of annual grasslands that support this species….” However, the mitigations offered only avoid direct impacts (injury/mortality) but no measures or discussion regarding the “loss of annual grassland” is actually provided.  Again cumulative impacts cannot be analyzed without the baseline studies completed prior to such analysis. 
An additional survey of the project site should be included in the EIR, and it should contain the following as a minimum: 

· Due to the high potential for intermittent use as well as denning use the time frame for pre-construction surveys should be shortened or include multi pre-construction surveys: within 30-day and within 2-day. 

· If exclusion techniques to passively relocate badgers are used those burrows must be monitored for activity by dusting the den entrances and reading tracks overnight or using remote cameras to insure the burrows are not natal dens or still occupied by badger or other animals.

· Recommendations to avoid blasting during birthing and pup rearing times. 

Blasting Impacts on Semi-Fossorial Animals 

Fossorial or semi semi-fossorial animals are animals that live a portion of their lives underground and thus may be extra susceptible to ground vibration disturbances such as those projected to be caused by the blasting.  Three of the special status species within the upland habitat can be classified as fossorial or semi-fossorial animals (CTS, CRLF, and badger).   The burrowing owl has high probability to also occur on the site. 
The USFWS considers ground vibration disturbances as a negative impact on other semi-fossorial animals such as the federally endangered semi-fossorial Point Arena mountain beaver (Aplodontia rufa nigra) and provides guidelines (USFWS 2010) to reduce ground vibration disturbance such as buffer zones and seasonal restrictions.  

Neither the DEIR nor the FEIR addresses this issue sufficiently.  Possible mitigation measures might include buffer zones and/or scheduling the blasting timetable to occur outside of critical breeding and denning months.  

Sincerely, 

Kim Fitts

BioConsultant LLC

Ph: 707-539-4488

Fx: 707-539-4488

kfitts@bioconsultant.net
www.bioconsultant.net
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M.A., Biology, California State University at Sonoma, 1993. 




Thesis:  Small mammal populations in clear-cut areas of the Jackson



Demonstration State Forest, Mendocino County, California.


B.A., California State University at Sonoma.  Bachelors of Arts with 


distinction in Biology with a concentration in Zoology, 1990.

Specialized 
Point Reyes Bird Observatory Training Course on Monitoring Land birds.

Training
4-day training included: field identification, monitoring techniques, study 


design and standardized avian census techniques.



Aplodontia Training at the National Wildlife Research Center, Olympia 


Field Station. US. Department of Agriculture, Animal and Plant Health 


Inspection Service. Training included all aspects of live-trapping and 


handling techniques.
Work

Kim Fitts Wildlife Consulting.  From 1991-2000
History
BioConsultant, LLC.  From 2000-present.

Experience
Ms. Fitts has been a professional consulting wildlife biologist for the past 


decade.  She is a recognized expert on the federally endangered Point 


Arena mountain beaver (PAMB) and has served as the primary consultant 


for federal, state and local governments on its management. She is a 


USFWS-approved PAMB construction monitor/surveyor and co-authored 


the current USFWS PAMB survey protocol.  Having worked on mountain 


beaver issues for the last fifteen years, Kim has developed monitoring and 


detection methods, designed and implemented numerous mitigation and 


survey projects, and developed several comprehensive management plans 


for state and federal agencies.  She possesses a thorough understanding of 


terrestrial wildlife ecology and has performed numerous wildlife 



inventories, resource assessments, and focused surveys for special-status-


species for planned projects, including the habitat assessments for the 


creation of Sonoma County’s first Wildlife Preserve under the Williamson 

Act.  Ms. Fitts is skilled in the identification of wildlife sign and able to 


inventory the resident wildlife population by identifying tracks, scat, and 


other sign.  Trained in avifauna study design and monitoring techniques, 


Ms. Fitts is also well versed in songbird and raptor field identification.  


Her professional and scientific research experience includes the following:

· Live-trapped small mammals for one year in successionally aged clear-cut sites for the California Department of Forestry, Mendocino County. Correlated habitat factors with small mammal presence and abundance.  Submitted technical report. 

· Conducted wildlife sign identification in gravel pits and riparian habitats of the Russian River.  With Dr. Phil Northen as part of the EIR restoration plan for the Piombo Terrace Pit in Sonoma County. 

· Five-year mitigation study to monitor construction related impacts on the Point Arena mountain beaver.  For MCI Telecommunications in Mendocino Co.  Sampled and correlated plant species with mountain beaver presence.  Data entry and analysis.  Co-authored yearly reports for USFWS.

· Conducted avian mortality searches.  Observed and documented avian use at the SMUD wind energy site: Altamont Pass.  With Judd Howell & Associates.

· Assessed the wildlife resources at Timber Crest Farm for the creation of a 42-acre wildlife preserve under the Williamson Act.  Submitted report with recommendations for wildlife habitat enhancement to Sonoma County Planning Agency.

· Conducted wildlife inventory and habitat assessments as part of the land management plan for the Cascade Canyon and White’s Hill open space preserves.  With Leonard Charles & Associates.  Mapped sensitive wildlife habitat.  

· Prepared a Biological Assessment for the County of Mendocino-Department of Transportation and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). Related to the federally endangered Point Arena mountain beaver. 

· Assessed the wildlife resources at the High Ridge Ranch for the creation of a 100-acre wildlife preserve under the Williamson Act.  Submitted report with recommendations for wildlife habitat enhancement to Sonoma County Planning Agency.
· Regularly conducts surveys for the presence of Point Arena mountain beaver for local landowners requiring coastal development permits.  Consult with USFWS and develop recommendations to avoid construction related impacts. Reports are submitted to USFWS and Mendocino County agencies.  

· Served as the USFWS- approved PAMB monitoring biologist for several construction projects in Mendocino County.  

· Designed, managed, and performed field studies for the preparation of a management plan for the federally listed Point Arena mountain beaver at Manchester State Park. Mapped all sensitive biotic resources including, exotic species, rare plants and communities, and PAMB distribution.  Developed management guidelines for habitat enhancement and exotic plant removal, maintenance operations, and addressed current and potential threats to PAMB.  Submitted Habitat Protection and Restoration Plan with GIS and maps to California Department of Parks and Recreation, Mendocino County. Cooperative project with Sonoma State University.
· Conducted several survey protocol training courses on Point Arena mountain beaver for Caltrans, state, and professional biologists.  Sponsored by Caltrans and USFWS.  

· Completed many biological studies for the City of Point Arena and prepared several comprehensive reports and management plans, such as the City Park Feasibility and Master Plan, the Coastal Scenic Bikeway Project, the Arena Cove Conservation Project, and tri-annual Roadside Maintenance Management Plan.

· Assessed the wildlife resources on several private properties for their application for open space preserves under the Williamson Act.  Submitted reports with recommendations for wildlife habitat enhancement to Sonoma County Planning Agency.
· Conducted several American badger surveys throughout Sonoma County for various State, City, and non-profit organizations. 

· Conducted protocol-level winter and breeding surveys for the presence of burrow owl (Athene cunicularia) for the City of Fort Bragg at the former Georgia Pacific Mill site. 
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