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June 21, 2007 
 
Jesse Bennett  Via Email 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service  
Carlsbad Field Office 
6010 Hidden Valley Road 
Carlsbad, CA 92009 
 
 
Subject: Impact Assessment Letter Report 

for the Lake Elsinore Advanced Pump Storage and Talega-
Escondido/Valley-Serrano 500-kV Interconnect Projects  

 
Dear Mr. Bennett: 

This letter is to serve as an impact assessment in response to the USFWS letter dated March 15, 
2007 to the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) requesting additional information.  
The information was further clarified following a meeting on June 7, 2007 at Carlsbad Field 
Office with Nevada Hydro, Michael Brandman Associates (MBA) and USWFS.  This letter 
report contains project specific impact information necessary for USFWS to complete a 
Biological Opinion for the Lake Elsinore Advanced Pump Storage and Talega-Escondido/Valley-
Serrano 500-kV Interconnect Projects (LEAPS and TE/VS).   

For the purpose of this assessment, MBA/Nevada Hydro analyzed project impacts as described in 
the Draft EIS, which includes one reservoir location, one powerhouse facility, two transmission 
line sub-station (a northern and a southern facility), 127 transmission line towers, and associated 
access roads (Exhibit 1).   

Portions of the transmission line right-of-way were re-designed for the final EIS.  The new 
alternatives were generally surveyed for sensitive habitat.  Based on the new transmission line 
locations, the impacted habitat does not significantly change with respect to vegetation 
communities from the previous route.  Although this document does not contain the detailed 
impact assessment for the Final EIS transmission line routes, the differences in habitat and 
potential for listed species to occur are not considered to be significantly different than the Draft 
EIS impacts.   

This letter was also prepared in response to FERC’s May 22, 2007, revised request for formal 
consultation under Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act and provides clarification on some 
issues related to that letter. Based on the letter, FERC implies that certain conditions will be 
required.  In order to address any potential question as the whether these conditions are 
recommended or required, the applicant has committed to perform each of the items.   
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As part of the Pre-Certification Process, FERC has requested that Elsinore Valley Municipal 
Water District and The Nevada Hydro Company coordinate with the USFWS office in order to 
assist in preparation of the Biological Opinion.  MBA has prepared this letter report on behalf of 
The Nevada Hydro Company as part of the consultation process requested by FERC.   

MBA under direction of Nevada Hydro has recently completed an analysis of the potential 
impacts associated with the LEAPS and TE/VS projects on Quino checkerspot butterfly 
(Euphydryas editha quino), coastal California gnatcatcher (Polioptila californica), Stephens’ 
kangaroo rat (Dipodomys stephensi), and arroyo toad (Bufo californicus) as requested by FERC.  
The following information contains the methods used during the assessment as well as project 
related impacts.  Also included in this letter report are specific avoidance and mitigation 
measures, which will reduce the likelihood of any take of federally or state listed threatened or 
endangered species.  

Methods 
The impact assessment began with a thorough review of existing biological documentation 
including, but not limited to general biological resource studies, focused surveys for sensitive 
plant and wildlife species, Jurisdictional Delineation of the Reservoir Sites, and the Draft EIS.  

The preferred FERC alternative, as described in the Draft EIR was used for this analysis, which 
includes a single reservoir within Decker Canyon, a northern and southern transmission line, a 
single powerhouse location, two substations and several construction staging areas were overlaid 
on a USGS 7.5-minute topographic quadrangle map and recent aerial photograph in order to 
begin project assessment.   

Nevada Hydro Company provided MBA with an estimated tower footprint and an average length 
between towers as well as several construction staging areas in order to accurately estimate 
impacts associated with the project.  MBA used this information within the confines of general 
route localities analyzed in years of field studies and refined more specific tower locations based 
on vegetation community, close association to existing access roads, and location of existing 
drainage features.   

Once the estimated tower locations were selected, a more refined assessment of tower locations 
was conducted.  The proposed tower locations were overlaid on a 3-dimensional topographic map 
using an elevational modeling program.  The software provides the ability to place towers along 
ridgelines and gentle slopes, while avoiding steep slopes and canyon bottoms.  The 3-
dimesnsionality of the program also allowed for accurate placement of towers so that the 
transmission lines would not be interfered with.  

Once the tower locations were identified, the vegetation associated with each tower was 
determined based on the existing plant community data collected by MBA over 6 years of study.  
Once the tower locations were identified, tower access roads were designed to minimize project 
impacts to sensitive habitat areas.  Existing access roads were not included in the assessment 
unless it was determined that road widening or other improvements were needed that would 
create additional impacts to roadside areas.  Access roads were placed in areas for ease of access 
to each site as well as to minimize impacts to potentially sensitive plant and wildlife habitat.  
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Once the potential impact areas were selected, all project related layers were entered into a GIS 
database for analysis.  Information used during the analysis included the following layers: 
topographic maps, recent aerial photographs, soils, critical habitat, CNDDB, MHSCP Layers, 
blue-line drainage crossings, and SKR fee and core reserve areas.  

Discussion 
As shown in Table 1, project impacts, both temporary and permanent, would result in the direct 
removal of seven distinct plant communities and two geographic features (open water and 
disturbed areas).  The removal of non-native grasslands, chaparral, ornamental woodlands, 
disturbed areas, open water, and agricultural areas, are considered less than significant with 
respect to impacts to “Special Habitat or Substantial Effect” under CEQA guidelines.  Removal 
of coastal sage scrub, southern willow scrub, and oak woodland habitat is potentially significant 
with respect to potential impacts to Quino checkerspot butterfly, coastal California gnatcatcher, 
Stephens’ kangaroo rat, and arroyo toad.   

The following information is based on the project facilities presented in the Draft EIS.  
Approximately 7.1 miles of the southern transmission line right-of-way has been re-aligned in the 
final EIS.  These areas have been reviewed, but are not included in the impact calculations 
provided in this report.  The new areas are dominated by chaparral habitat and are not considered 
suitable habitat for the above mentioned species.  The following information is based on the 
project facilities presented in the Draft EIS. 

MBA began conducting surveys for listed species in 2001 and completed surveys in 2006.  
Surveys were not conducted in 2007 primarily due to the limited amount of rainfall.  Survey 
results are highly questionable during years of below-average rainfall.  The 2007 rain-season is 
approximately 12 inches below average.  This greatly limits the ability to identify plant and 
wildlife species and does not provide substantial evidence for the presence/absence of a species. 
Also, surveys were not conducted this year because a project-level impact area was not designed 
until after the survey season began.  Once a final project footprint has been engineered and 
approved, then additional survey can be conducted if necessary.   

Quino Checkerspot Butterfly 
MBA began conducting focused surveys for Quino checkerspot butterfly in 2001 based on the 
USFWS protocol.  All surveys were conducted east of Interstate 15 within 157.9 acres of 
marginally suitable habitat.  The marginal quality habitat is dominated by non-native grasslands 
with elements of coastal sage scrub.  The coastal sage scrub does not contain a sufficient amount 
of cover to be considered a separate plant community.  The survey area for QCB also contains 
hilltop areas, rocky outcrops, scattered patches of Plantago, and cryptogrammic crusts.  The 
project site is also at the northernmost extent of the current range for this species.  Survey areas 
for these species can be found in Exhibit 2.  Surveys for QCB were continued each year and 
completed in 2006.  No QCB were observed or otherwise detected within the suitable habitat 
areas that were surveyed.  Butterfly species observed during the surveys were considered 
typically for the region.  The closest recorded occurrence of QBC is approximately 5 miles east of 
the project site.   
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After six years of surveys, MBA has determined that even though there are several elements 
commonly associated with QCB habitat, the portion of the transmission line north of Interstate 15 
is not considered suitable habitat for this species.  

There is approximately 6.5 acres of the project site located within designated critical habitat for 
QCB.  This area is located in the northern portion of the transmission line route north of Interstate 
15 and includes 7 transmission line towers and several proposed access roads.   

Coastal California Gnatcatcher  
MBA began conducting focused surveys for California gnatcatchers in 2001.  Suitable habitat is 
found from Interstate 15 west into the foothills of the Cleveland National Forest.  Survey areas 
for these species can be found in Exhibit 2.  The largest survey area was located at the proposed 
powerhouse location.  Approximately 48.3 acres of coastal sage scrub habitat occurs at this 
location.  CAGN surveys were conducted within the proposed Powerhouse Facility as well as 
surrounding habitat.  Surveys for CAGN were continued each year and surveys were completed 
in 2006.  No CAGN were observed or otherwise detected within any of the suitable habitat areas 
that were surveyed. 

Approximately 24 tower locations are within designated critical habitat for California 
gnatcatchers (October 2000).  Total project related impacts; both temporary and permanent, 48-
acres are within the final designated critical habitat for California gnatcatchers.  The critical 
habitat areas within the Project Site are located within the northern portion of the transmission 
line route and also include the northern substation and access roads.   

Based on the currently proposed critical habitat designations (April 2003), only 45.2 acres of the 
project site are within critical habitat, which includes the northern substation as well as 11 
transmission line towers and proposed access roads located in the northern-most portion of the 
northern transmission line right-of-way.  The closest recorded occurrence of this species is 
approximately 0.5 miles north of the northern sub-station, where the northern transmission line 
alternative crosses Interstate 15.   

Total impacts to CSS associated with tower impacts is approximately 4.3 acres including both 
permanent and temporary impacts, which is less than 5 percent of the total amount of impacts (88 
acres).  The remaining 83.7 acres includes the powerhouse, northern substation, construction 
staging areas, and access roads.   

Arroyo Toad 
MBA began conducting focused surveys for Arroyo Toad in 2001.  When re-evaluated, the areas 
that were previously surveyed were determined to be unsuitable for this species.  Surveys were 
not conducted in 2002.  During MBA’s agency consultation in 2003, a known occurrence of 
arroyo toad was recorded by the United States Geological Service within the vicinity of our 
survey area.  Surveys for arroyo toad were again conducted in 2004.  Surveys were also 
conducted for arroyo toad in both 2005 and 2006.  Suitable habitat for arroyo toad is found at the 
base of Corona Lakes and at the Los Alamos Creek crossing within the Cleveland National 
Forest.  Arroyo toad surveys were conducted in four of the last six years, with the last three years 
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being consecutive.  No arroyo toads were observed or otherwise detected within the suitable 
habitat areas that were surveyed.   

After four years of surveys, MBA has determined that even though there are several elements 
commonly associated with arroyo toad habitat, the portion of Los Alamos Creek that the 
transmission line crosses is not considered suitable habitat for this species.  

There is no arroyo toad critical habitat within the existing project site.  Critical habitat is located 
within 3.5 miles east of the project site and over ten miles west of the project site.  The closest 
recorded occurrence of arroyo toad is approximately 2 miles west of the project site.  

Stephens’ Kangaroo Rat 
Project specific focused surveys were not conducted for Stephens’ kangaroo rat because the site 
specific tower locations, access roads, and staging areas were not designed until 2007.  For 
assessment purposes, the following information was obtained in order to determine the 
significance of project-related impact to Stephens’ kangaroo rat: The project site contains 
approximately 41.4 acres of temporary and permanent impacts within the SKR fee area only.  An 
additional 8.5 acres of temporary and permanent impacts occurs within the SKR Core Reserve 
Area, including 7 transmission line towers and several proposed access roads.  These acreages 
represent the worse-case scenario and project related impacts will likely be less than the above 
mentioned areas, but will not be any more than what is stated above.  

The closest recorded occurrence of this species is approximately 0.2 miles north of the northern 
most portion of the project site.    

Results 
Based on the presence/absence surveys conducted within the project site since 2001, MBA has 
determined that it is unlikely that Quino checkerspot butterfly, coastal California gnatcatcher and 
arroyo toad occur within any of the proposed impact areas within the study area.  Although we 
cannot completely rule out the possibility that these species may occupy the habitat onsite in the 
future, the likelihood of these species establishing significant populations in the near future is 
unlikely to occur.  It is highly likely that Stephens’ kangaroo rat occupies at least some portion of 
the survey area north of Interstate 15 due to the close recorded occurrence adjacent to the site and 
the presence of suitable habitat.  MBA/Nevada Hydro has prepared the following project design 
features to avoid or minimize adverse effects on listed species.  In order to identify tower 
locations that may potentially impact listed species, Exhibit 3 only includes tower locations that 
are within the vicinity of suitable habitat areas.  

Avoidance Measure: 
MBA will assist the project engineer in the final design of specific facility locations in order to 
reduce the potential impacts associated with construction activity within suitable habitat areas for 
all federally-listed species.  Specific placement of transmission line towers, access roads, 
construction staging areas, substations, and powerhouse facilities will be biologically surveyed, 
evaluated and if suitable habitat is present, or species would be impacted recommendations will 
be made to relocate or alter facility footprints to reduce impacts.  The proposed tower locations 
located near Los Alamos Creek are between 500 and 700 feet on either side of the drainage 
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feature.  The proposed tower locations located near Corona Lakes are over 800 feet on either side 
of the drainage feature.  This project design completely avoids the drainage feature, which is 
associated with arroyo toad habitat further down stream.  A small access road is required, 
however the tower is accessed from the south away from the drainage feature.   

In the event that some suitable habitat areas cannot be avoided, site specific construction 
measures will be utilized to avoid direct take of listed species during the construction activity.  
Construction activity may be limited to specific times of the year that are less likely to impact 
specific sensitive species.  For instance, construction activity may be designed to avoid the 
CAGN nesting season or QCB flight season.  In addition, construction activity may also be 
altered to avoid key activity periods during these species’ activity period throughout the day.   

During construction activities, if a listed plant or wildlife species is observed and may be likely 
affected by construction activity, FERC will initiate consultation for that specific species.   

Minimization Measures 
A Sensitive Species Management Plan will be prepared with assistance from resource agencies in 
order to minimize potential take of listed species during project construction if listed species are 
observed onsite.  The management plan will outline all of the best management practices required 
to minimize impacts to sensitive species.  The management plant will include, but is not limited 
to, specific actions associated with construction activity, erosion control, noise, air quality, traffic, 
focused surveys, routine maintenance activities, emergency operations including forest fires and 
flood events.  The plan will be designed to minimize direct and indirect impacts to listed species.  
The plan will be designed and prepared with the assistance of USFWS and the Forest Service.    

In addition to the management plan, a wildlife biologist will be present during construction 
activities in order to clear the project site prior to any ground disturbance or vegetation removal 
activities.  Wildlife biologists with expertise with each listed wildlife species mentioned above 
will be required as a monitor in order to identify the species, if present onsite.  Construction 
activity will be prohibited in areas that are believed to be occupied by a federal or state listed 
species and there is potential for a take.  Once the biologist has identified the species and there is 
no longer a threat of being impacted, then construction activity may proceed at the discretion of 
the biological monitor.   

It is likely that some vegetation trimming may be required at each transmission line tower.  A 
vegetation and road management plan will be required prior to initiation of construction activities.  
The plan will cover issues such as erosion control, migratory bird treaty act issues, restoration 
activities, and biological monitors.  The plan will be designed as a working document for 
construction foreman to assist construction crews in avoiding significant biological resources 
during construction activities.  An initial educational program and periodic updates on sensitive 
species issues will be required for construction workers prior to working on the project.  
Information necessary for minimizing impacts includes the identification of suitable habitat, 
specific activity periods, species identification, and construction equipment requirements, such as 
vehicle speed and noise levels. 

The Revised Forest Service Preliminary Section 4(e) Conditions, submitted in 2006, will be 
followed on all property within the Cleveland National Forest, or as specified by the Forest 
Service.  The 4(e) conditions will also be followed throughout the entire project site, as 
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appropriate, as general guidelines for all additional properties outside of the Forest Service 
Properties.  The Section 4(e) conditions provide guidelines for Hazardous Substances, use of 
explosives, fire related issues, road use, facility maintenance, safety during project construction, 
pesticide use restrictions, erosion control plan, regulatory compliance, indemnification, risks and 
hazards, and stream.  

Whenever possible, the construction footprint should be limited to only the areas necessary for 
construction access and installation.  The overall impact assessment was based on a worse case 
scenario and additional avoidance measures can be incorporated during the construction activity. 

There has been a great deal of concern regarding potential impacts to downstream populations of 
arroyo toad as a result of over-topping of the reservoir during extreme rain events.  The following 
are examples of minimization measures that will be included in the Sensitive Species 
Management Plan.  Reservoir levels will be monitored frequently during above average rain years 
to make sure the reservoir doesn’t over-top.  In the event that the reservoir fills to a point where 
over-topping can occur, the valves will be opened lowering the reservoir level by allowing the 
water to flow into Lake Elsinore.   

The spill-way associated with the dam structure will be constructed to reduce excessive erosion 
due to local run-off.  Energy dissipating structures will be designed into the structure to slow the 
excessive flows and reduce erosion potential.  

In addition, a filtering system will be installed into the pipe system which will prevent larger non-
native invasive wildlife species from entering the upper reservoir from Lake Elsinore.  There is 
no way of completely eliminating the possibility of invasive species entering the upper reservoir.  
A biological monitor will conduct annual surveys down stream of the reservoir to monitor for any 
non-native invasive plant and wildlife species, which may adversely affect the down stream 
populations of arroyo toad.   

Mitigation Measures 
Following project construction activities, the following mitigation measures will be implemented, 
further reducing the potential to significantly affect the above mentioned listed wildlife species.  
Mitigation measures required during and immediately following construction activity include 
erosion control measures, weed control measures, and restoration measures.  

Erosion control measures  
Following ground disturbance, erosion control measures should be installed immediately in order 
to eliminate any unnecessary risks associated with unexpected storms.  Permanent slope breakers 
should be installed along all access roads with grades greater than 3 percent.  Straw wattles and 
straw bales should be installed appropriately to reduce the amount of erosion associated with bare 
ground.  Bare ground should be immediately reseeded during the appropriate time of year.  If 
weather conditions are not suitable for immediate re-seeding, then a mulch layer should be 
applied to reduce excessive erosion until weather conditions permit optimal seeding conditions.  
Native seed, preferably from plants within the vicinity of the impact, should be used to revegetate 
all bare areas, unless they are going to remain in a disturbed state based on the approved plan.   

Native seed should be appropriate for the type of habitat that is being restored.  Common species 
in the surrounding areas should be used in order to promote a more homogenous restoration area.  
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Rarely seen plants should not be used for restoration, unless there is another significant reason, 
such as better erosion control.  Native grasses should also be used as well as native shrubs to 
provide a more diverse restoration area.  Due to the overall length of the transmission line, it is 
recommended that plant species used in the revegetation effort have lower overall water 
requirements.   

Weed control measures  
The spread of non-native invasive weedy species is a growing concern in national forests, large 
conservation areas, and other large open space areas.  Weedy species can disperse through a 
number of different mechanisms ranging from wind-blown dispersal to mechanical dispersal.  
Construction vehicles should remain on bare ground as much as possible.  If construction vehicles 
enter an area known to contain non-native invasive species, then the vehicle will not be allowed 
to work onsite until the vehicle has been washed and checked for seed deposits within the vehicle.  
All vegetation clearing tools should be cleaned immediately following any field work that 
includes removing any non-native plant species.  Once the non-native species have been cleared, 
the vegetation should be placed in large plastic trash bags and removed immediately from the 
project site.   

Restoration measures  
A biologist will monitor all previously cleared sites to determine if any non-native invasive 
weedy species return.  All restoration areas shall be monitored monthly during the first year to 
reduce the occurrence of weedy species.  Hand pulling of weeds is suggested, especially in areas 
that contain native species.  In the event that hand-weeding isn’t efficient, perhaps due to a large 
population of a weedy invasive plant, than mechanical clearing can be completed at the discretion 
of the biological monitor.   

All barren areas shall be reseeded with native vegetation and restored to its previous existing 
condition.  Wherever possible, seeds from the local area should be collected as part of the native 
seed mixes used for restoration purposes.  Reseeding will take place in October and November 
during the early winter to take advantage of the winter rains.  If at all possible, supplemental 
water should not be used to establish the restoration sites.  The native plants have adapted to this 
type of environmental and supplemental watering may promote weed growth.    

Quino Checker Spot Butterfly 
Since this species is not likely to occur within the project site, no addition mitigation measures 
will be required.  This species is within designated critical habitat and therefore requires federal 
agency consultation between FERC and USFWS.  

Coastal California Gnatcatcher 
Since this species is not likely to occur within the project site, no addition mitigation measures 
will be required.  This species is within designated critical habitat and therefore requires federal 
agency consultation between FERC and USFWS.  

Arroyo Toad 
Since this species is not likely to occur within the project site, no addition mitigation measures 
will be required.  This species is not within designated critical habitat and therefore does not 
require any federal agency consultation.  
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Stephens’ Kangaroo Rat 
Since this species is likely to occur within the project site, mitigation measures include payment 
of the standardized SKR fee for all areas that occur within the SKR fee area.  Due to the nature of 
the project, the fee area will only include the project footprint and not the entire survey area.  The 
total area that occurs within the fee area is 41.4 acres.  Within this area, 8.5 acres of both 
temporary and permanent impacts are located within the SKR core reserve area.  This area 
includes   Consistency with the requirements under the existing HCP area required.  Impacts 
associated with the core reserve area will require additional mitigation measures including habitat 
replacement for all permanently impacted habitats considered occupied by SKR.  Focused 
surveys for SKR will be required once the final tower locations have been determined.   

Suitable habitat impacted during the installation of towers or access roads that are considered to 
be occupied habitat will be mitigated at a 1:1.  Specific mitigation measures can be negotiated 
during formal consultation, but can include direct purchasing of occupied habitat and placing it 
into a conservation easement or payment of fees into the SKR fee system for purchasing of 
suitable lands.  In addition, the standard fees associated with the portion of the project site within 
the fee area outside of the conservation area will be required.  

Thank you for your time.  If you have any further questions, please feel free to call me at 
714.508.4100. 

Best regards,  

 
 
 
Scott Crawford, M.A. 
Section Manager of Natural Resources 
Michael Brandman Associates 
220 Commerce, Suite 200 
Irvine, CA  92782 
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Table 1– Permanent and Temporary Impacts to Natural Communities 

Natural Community 
Temporary 

Tower 
Impacts 

Permanent 
Tower 

Impacts 

Reservoir 
Impacts 

Powerhouse 
Impacts 

Northern 
Substation 

Impacts 

Southern 
Substation 

Impacts 

Construction 
Staging Areas 

Access 
Road 

Impacts 

Total 
Temporary 

Impacts 

Total 
Permanent 

Impacts 

Total 
Impacts 

Total 
Survey 
Area 

Non-Native Grassland 3.6 0.7 0 0.8 13.2 30.3 27.9 11.5 31.5 56.5 88.0 368.5 

Coastal Sage Scrub 0.3 0.1 0 48.3 3.6 0 4.4 0 4.7 52.0 56.7 68.3

Northern Mixed Chaparral 18.6 3.5 96.7 0 0 0 47.0 43.7 65.6 143.9 209.5 1,950.5 

Coast Live Oak Woodland - 0.2 0.1 4.7 0 0 1.9 0.9 0.8 1.1 7.5 8.6 120.8 

Southern Willow Scrub 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1.4

Open Water 0 0 0 0 0 0 3.8 0 0 0 0 7.3

Agriculture 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.7

Ornamental Woodland 0 0 0 0 0 0 5.2 0 5.2 0 5.2 5.2

Disturbed 1.5 0.3 0.9 3.7 22.0 0.1 12.6 8.4 14.1 35.4 49.5 149.2 

Total 24.2 4.7 102.3 52.8 38.8 32.3 101.8 64.4 122.2 295.3 417.5 2673.5 
 
 

Table 2– Permanent and Temporary Impacts to Critical Habitat 

Natural Community Impacts 
Temporary 

Tower 
Impacts 

Permanent 
Tower 

Impacts 

Northern 
Substation 

Impacts 

Access 
Road 

Impacts 

Total 
Impacts 

Total 
Survey 
Area 

California Gnatcatcher Existing 4.1 0.9 38.8 8.8 52.6 355.1 

California Gnatcatcher Proposed 2.1 0.4 38.8 6.2 47.5 186.6 

Quino Checkerspot Butterfly 1.3 0.2 0 5.0 6.5 131.7 

Stephens’ Kangaroo Rat Fee Area 2.3 0.5 38.8 6.3 47.9 209.4 

Stephens’ Kangaroo Rat Core Reserve Area 1.3 0.2 0 5.0 6.5 131.7 
 
 

 










