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O & REGION IX
s 75 Hawthome Street

San Francisco, CA 84105-38(01

September 14, 2005

Vietoria Touchstone, Refuge Planner

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex
6010 Hidden Valley Road

Carlsbad, California 92011

Subject:  Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) for the San Diego Bay National
Wildlife Refuge Comprehensive Conservation Plan, San Diego County, California
(CEQ #20050299)

Dear Ms. Touchstone:

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has reviewed the above-referenced
document pursuant to the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), Council on
Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations (40 CFR Parts 1500-1508) and Section 309 of the
Clean Air Act.

The DEIS evaluates three management alternatives for the Sweetwater March Unit of the
refuge. Alternative C (Implement Habitat Enhancement and Restoration and Improve Existing
Public Uses) is the preferred alternative. The DEIS also evaluates four altematives for the South
San Diego Bay Unit. Alternative D (Expand Habitat Management, Enhance Nesting
Opportunities, Maximize Habitat Restoration, and Provide Additional Public Use Opportunities)
is the preferred alternative. EPA has no objections to the preferred alternatives and supports their
habitat enhancement and restoration goals. Accordingly, we have rated the DEIS as Lack of
Objections (LO) (see the enclosed “Summary of EPA Rating Definitions™).

We appreciate the opportunity to review this DEIS, When the Final EIS is released for
public review, please send one copy to the address above (mail code: CED-2). If you have any
guestions, please contact me or David P. Schmidt, the lead reviewer for this project. David can
be reached at 415-972-3792 or schmidt.davidp@epa.gov.

Sincerely,

T2

Nova Blagzej, Acting Manager
Environmental Review Office
Communitics and Ecosystems Division

Enclosure:
Summary of EPA Rating Definitions

Printed on Recyeled Papes

Response to Comment

1.1 Comment Noted.
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SUMMARY OF EPA RATING DEFINITIONS®
This rating sy3tem wis developed as & meens W summartze KPA's level of coucern with & prepesed action.
The ratings ace o combinutivn of alphabetical categories for evaluation of (he envitopnental impacts of the
proposil wnd numerical eategones for eveluation of the sdequacy of the LIS,

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS OF THE ACTION

"LO" {1ack of Objectians)
The EPA review has not identificd any potential eryitanmental impacts requiring substantive changes to the
proposal. The review may have discloscd opporminitios for application of mitigation measures tac could be
accomplished with na more than minor changes to the proposal,

"EC" (Environmental Concerns)
The EFA review has jdentified snviconmental impacts that should he avedded in enler we fully protect the
Snvirpmment, Cormectve meesarcs may require changss to the prefemed abemative or upplicativn of
railjstion measures that can reduse the anviranmgntal impact, HPA would fikes fo work with the lead apency
o educy Lhess impaces, %

TEO" (Environmental Ohjections)
‘Ihe: EPA review has identiticd significant coviconmental impact that must be wveided in ondes o provide
adeguuts pratection for the environmene, Conective messnres may roquire substantial changzes w e prelocred
altemative or canaideration of some other project alternative (ineloding the no action afiemative or s now.
altemative). KPA interds to work wiih the lead agency to reduce thess impacts.

"EU™ (Envirenmeatally Unsatlsfactory)
The EPA review hag identificd adverse environmensal ingoacts that are of sufficiont magmtude that they ure
unatistaetory foom the standpodint of public bealth o welfire o environmental guality. HPA intends lo worl
with the lead ageney we teducs these impacts. I the polentully insatisfctory inpacts sre not comected ut the
Linal EIS stage, this proposal will be recommended for refirmal te the CEQ).

ADEQUACY OF THE IMPACT STATEMENT

“Catagory 1" (Adequatc) .
ET'A believes e deafl EIS adequalely seis forth the envirommentul impact(s) ol the preferred altemative and
these of the aliematives rewsunnbly avinluble o the project or weton. N lurther analysis v data collection is
Lecessaly, bul he reviewer muy sugpesl the addition of clanfying lanmuare or mlonoastny,

"Category 27 {Insufficient Informativn} :
The deadt EIS deey nul contuin sulficient mivrmation for CPA 1o [ully assess environmental impacs tuat
ahould be avaided i vrder s fully proleet the enviromment, or the TPA meviewer Iiag idenmified nows ieasanghly
avatlable altermatives that ure within the spectrum of aftemativer analysed m e dra(t E13, which could ietuec
Lhe envicoromenta] mopacts ol the action. The identified additional nformution. dalw, sealyses, or diseussion
shonld be dncluded n the Gnal ET5.

*Category 3" (Inadequatc)

EPA doss not helieve that the dralt adeyuilely assesses polemially significant environmeontal impacts of
th agtiom, or the EPA reviewer las identilied new, reasumbly available altomatives that arc autide of the
Fpecerun ot Altematives analyzed w the dralt EIS, which sheuld be analyzad in order w rednes the potendally
Fanifieant covivounental impacis. EPA bebeves Brl the ideniied additions] informatien, <darm, analyses, ot

| disenesions are of such o magmitude thai they should have [ull public review at a deaft stage. HPA does not
believe et e dradi EIS is adequute Do the purposes ol the NEPA andfor Section 309 roview, and thus zhauld
be tormadly cevised and nde available for public comment in o supplemental or revised deaft ERS. Onthe
basis of fhe polential sigmd fuuml impacts mvolved, this proposal could be a conadidile [ referral w the CEQ.

- Irom EPA Manual D64, Policy and Pracedures for (he Review of Foderal Actions Impacting the Epvirenment.

Response to Comment
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Trures o Southwest Region

' 501 West Ocean Boulevard, Suite 4200
Long Beach, California S0802-4213

gep -7 X6 F/SWR4:RSH

Ms. Victoria Touchstone

Refuge Planner

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex
6010 Hidden Valley Road

Carlsbad, California 92011

Dear Ms. Touchstone:

NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) has reviewed the Draft

Comprehensive Conservation Plan and Envi 1 Impact § (DCCP/EIS) for
the San Diego Bay National Wildlife Refuge, Sweetwater Marsh and South San Dicgo
Bay Units. We offer the following on those doc

The Refuge is located within or adjacent to an area which has been identified as Essential
Fish Habitat (EFH) for various life stages of fish species managed under the Coastal
Pelagics and the Pacific Groundfish Fishery Management Plans, as defined in the
Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act. As such, NMFS is
particularly interested in those elements of the DCCP/EIS which have the potential to
directly or indirectly impact marine fishery habitat and, in particular, designated EFH.

Because of our interest in protecting and enhancing designated EFH, NMFS concurs with
the selection of Alternative C for the Sweetwater Marsh Unit and Altemative D for the
South San Diego Bay Unit as the preferred restoration alternatives. With regards to
specific concept designs associated with Alternative D for the South San Diego Bay Unit,
we believe the proposed scabird nesting areas located in ponds 12,14, and 15 should be
moved to ponds further to the southeast (e.g., ponds 23, 24, and 25). There does not
appear to be a compelling reason to locate them as proposed and these areas are more
appropriately restored to fully functional tidal habitats as opposed to being filled for
nesting sites. The rationale for this suggested design change is that marine fishery habitat
generally diminishes in value the further it is located from the source of tidal action while
nesting areas are not affected in a similar manner.

In addition, while we recognize that the alternatives described are conceptual in design, it
is our understanding that those areas currently depicted as cordgrass habitat actually
would be a mixture of habitats including tidal ch Is, unveg d mudflats, and
cordgrass vegetated areas. We believe a heterogeneous mixture of habitats is preferred
over an area solely consisting of cordgrass.

National O ic and A eric ation

2.1

22

2.3

Response to Comment

The need to consult with NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service
under the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and
Management Act during the preparation of final engineering/
restoration plans for the restoration of the salt ponds has been
added to Section 1.4 of the Final CCP/EIS and a discussion of
Essential Fish Habitat has been added to Section 3.4.5.3.

The specific locations, configurations, and sizes of the seabird
nesting enhancements to be implemented under the preferred
alternative would be determined during subsequent detailed
engineering and restoration planning. The location of these
enhancements would be selected based on an evaluation of the
optimal habitat value for both fish and the affected bird species.
This evaluation will consider input provided by Refuge biologists,
other programs in the USFWS including Migratory Birds and
Ecological Services, NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service,
California Department of Fish and Game, and the public.

As described in Response 2.2, specifics regarding the design of the
areas to be restored under the preferred alternative would be
determined during subsequent detailed restoration planning. At this
time, restoration is intended to include a mix of habitat types,
including tidal channels, unvegetated mudflats, cordgrass and
pickleweed-dominated salt marsh, and new seabird nesting areas.
Because one of the objectives of the restoration proposal is to
restore habitat essential to the conservation and recovery of the
light-footed clapper rails in San Diego Bay, greater emphasis may be
placed on restoring cordgrass-dominated salt marsh habitat in some
portions of the South San Diego Bay Unit.

Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS  P-3



We appreciate the opportunity to review the DCCP/EIS look forward in assisting the U.S.

Fish and Wildlife Service as this project moves forward from a planning to an

implementation phase. Should you have any questi 2 g our ts, please
contact Bob Hoffman at 562-980-4043 or via email at Bob.Hoffman@noaa.gov.

Sincerely,

Uit
%\-"aleric L. Chambers
Assi Regional Admini
for Habitat Conservation

cc: CDFG — San Diego (Marilyn Fluharty)
USFWS - Carlsbad (Carolyn Lieberman)

Response to Comment

Appendix P (Responses to Commments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS P-4
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DEPARTMENT OF THE NAVY VT E R em e pemeang
COMMANDER MAVY RECION SOUTHWEST 2 :
937 WO, HARBOR DR
SAN DIEGD, CALIFORNIA 2132-0058 X REPLY REFER TO:
5090

Ser N45JNW.tc/0313
September 19, 2005

Ms. Victoria Touchstone

U.S. Fish and wildlife Service

San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex
6010 Hidden Valley Road

Carlsbad, CA %2011

Dear Ms. Touchstone:

The Navy has reviewed the Draft Comprehensive Conservaticn Flan
{CCP) and Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for San Diego Bay
Mational Wildlife Refuge (Refuge), Sweetwater Marsh and South Sand
Diego Bay Units dated July 2005 and our comments attached [Enclosure
{1)].

Of primary concern are any impacts the CCP would have on military
land and training in and around San Diego Bay. In order to support
our military mission, the Navy needs to ensure access to its land and
established training areas. Of utmost concern are the restrictions
imposed by resource management activities in the in-water components
of the Seuth San Diego Bay Unit, specifically those areas adjacent to
and north of Emory Cove. In addition, all land and water owned by the
Navy at Naval Radio Receiving Facility, Naval Base Corcnado should be
removed from the CCP. The Navy had requested the removal of its lands
from consideration in all Refuge planning and management documents
fenclosure (2)]. We also request that your document address how your
proposed management actions on Refuge land impact natural resgurces on
Navy lands, especially endangered species, as our management
strategies are developed to support the Navy's mission.

As stated in previous comments [Enclesure (3)], the Navy is
concerned with any action that would reduce or modify the amount of
habitat available for the federally endangered California least tern
(Sterna antillarum browni) and the federally threatened western snowy
plover (Charadrius alexandrinus nivosus) in the Sweetwater Marsh Unit of
tha San Diego Mational Wildlife Refuge Complex.

Finally, although we applaud the proposal teo improve existing
habitat quality of seabirds, including the California least tern and
wastern snowy plover, we are concerned that increased use of the site
might effect these listed species. Of particular concern are the
management recoemmendations for the gulled-billed tern (Sterna nilotica)
and the effects this species will have on the tern and plover
populations on Mavy land. The gull-billed tern iz a known predator to
our populations and its increased presence has dramatically impacted
the reproductive success of terms and plovers on Naval Amphibious Base
Coronado, Naval Base Coronado.

3.1

3.2

3.3

3.4

Response to Comment

A discussion of surrounding military lands and known training
operations occurring in the vicinity of the Refuge has been added to
the Final CCP/EIS as Section 3.6.1.5. The CCP proposes no
resource management activities for the in-water areas of the Refuge
located adjacent to and north of Emory Cove that could adversely
affect authorized Naval training activities. This conclusion has been
added to Section 4.7.1 of the Final CCP/EIS.

With the exception of the northwest corner of Pond 11, no
management recommendations are included within the CCP that
would affect the Naval Radio Receiving Facility, Naval Base
Coronado (NRRF). In addition, the CCP does not address, nor does
it include any management recommendations relevant to the
Stewardship Project. The need for coordination with the Navy prior
to making any changes to Pond 11 has been added to Section 1.4
(Required Permits and Approvals) and Section 2.3.2.3 of the Final
CCP/EIS. Various figures have also been revised to depict Navy
ownership in Pond 11 and indicate the need to coordinate with the
Navy during step-down planning for Pond 11.

The potential effects of the proposed management actions for the
San Diego Bay NWR on the endangered species supported on Navy
lands are addressed in Section 4.7 of the Final CCP/EIS.

We do not agree that restoration of a portion of the D Street Fill to
tidally influenced habitat would reduce the productivity of the D
Street Fill for least terns or western snowy plovers. This conclusion
is based on current and historic nesting activity on the D Street Fill
and the proposed management actions that would be implemented
under the preferred alternative. Nesting observations at the D
Street Fill from 1998 to present indicate that California least terns
and western snowy plovers are not nesting within the area proposed
for tidal restoration. The majority of nesting occurs at the western
end of the D Street Fill, although some nesting also occurs along the
northeastern portion of the Fill (refer to Figure 3-13 in the Final
CCP/EIS).

Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS P-5



Response to Comment

This preference for the western portion of the site may relate to
substrate conditions, proximity to human and mammalian activity,
effects of night lighting from adjacent development, and/or distance
to appropriate foraging areas.

Under Alternative C, approximately 33 acres of the D Street Fill
would be preserved and enhanced to support tern and plover nesting
and 13 acres at the south eastern end would be restored to intertidal
habitat. As stated in the draft CCP/EIS, based on past and current
nesting activity at the D Street Fill, this proposal is not expected to
have any significant adverse effects on terns or plovers; rather it is
intended to improve nesting success for both species. This is
supported by the plan objective for least terns and snowy plovers
(Objective 2.1) that is included in Section 2.2.5.2 of the Final
CCP/EIS. This objective envisions increased productivity for both
species. Strategies proposed to achieve this objective include
enhancing the existing nesting substrate where necessary, providing
additional fencing, removing shrubs and other vegetation as
appropriate, and improving access to adjacent foraging areas.
Further, an increase in intertidal areas around this nesting site
would provide additional proximal foraging habitat for both species.

3.5 The management actions included under Alternative D for the South
San Diego Bay Unit are intended to conserve and where feasible
improve the ecological conditions for a wide variety of species,
allowing for the dynamics of the ecosystem to be maintained in a
natural and environmentally healthy state. Expanding the nesting
habitat within the salt works is directed primarily at improving
conditions for nesting least terns and snowy plovers, although all of
the ground nesting birds supported within this area would derive
benefits from this action. Currently, least terns and snowy plovers
nest on marginal habitat near the salt plant rather than on the larger
more remote levees. We believe this is due in large part to
competition with other ground nesting birds for nesting space. By
expanding the area available for nesting, we believe crowding would

Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS  P-6
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Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the development of
your CCP and EIS. To ensure that military land or training are not
impacted by proposed management we would suggest meeting to discuss
the specifics in the CCP in order to ensure that our military mission
in San Diege Bay is not impacted. To arrange a meeting, te address
questions regarding the above or to acquire further information,
please contact Ms. Tammy Conkle at 619-545-3703 or
tamara.conkle@navy.mil.

Sincerely,

FAL a “C—-xakzésﬂ_
Peter A. Kennedy )

Environmental Program Manager

Enclosures:

1. Navy Comments on the Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP)
and Environmental Impact Statement for San Diego Bay National
Wildlife Refuge, Sweetwater Marsh and South Sand Diego Bay Units

2. Naval Base Coronado Letter to San Diego National wWildlife Refuge
Complex, dated August 23, 2004.

3. Navy Comments on the Comprehensive Conservation Plan for the
Sweetwater Marsh National Wildlife Refuge and South San Diego Bay
Unit of the San Diego National Wildlife Refuge, dated November
16, 2001

3.6

Response to Comment

be reduced and the number of least tern and plover nests would
increase.

Predation of the least tern and snowy plover chicks by gull-billed
terns is a management issue that extends beyond the control of this
Refuge. The fact that species conflicts exist within the limited
suitable nesting habitats that remain in and around San Diego Bay
should not result in a call to avoid habitat enhancement and/or
restoration. Our challenge is to provide a mix of viable habitats that
can be used by as broad a range of native and special status avifauna
as possible. The Service, through the Migratory Birds Program, will
continue to monitor the interactions of gull-billed terns, California
least terns, and western snowy plovers and develop, as appropriate,
measures intended to support the conservation of all three of these
species.

A meeting to address the Navy’s comments was held on March 29,
2006.
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3.7

3.8

3.9

310|
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312

313'

314

315 |

Navy Comments on the Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan and

Environmental Impact Statement for San Diego Bay National Wildlife

Refuge, Sweetwater Marsh and South Sand Diego Bay Units

General:

1.

In order to support our military mission the Navy needs to ensure
access to Navy land and established training areas. In order to
properly comment on the CCP the Navy needs to understand any
limitations or restrictions that the proposed management will
impose in the in-water components of the South San Diego Bay
Unit, specifically the area adjacent to and north of Emory Cove.

. As requested in our letter to you on August 23, 2004 [enclosure

(2)], please remove Navy lands, specifically Naval Radio
Receiving Facility (NRRF), from consideration in your document
and modify any management recommendations, such as solar salt
production and opening the levee to public access, that may
impact Navy lands. In the Summary Document Figures A-4 through
A=-T7, as well as A-9 through A-13, show part of NRRF (east of
State Route 75) as "“Approved Land Acquisition Boundary*® and it is
not. Also, correct portions of Section 2.34 and Figures 2-5, 2-
6, 2-7, 2-9, 2-12, 2-14, 2-15, 2-17, and 3-19 to reflect this
comment .

. Sweetwater Marsh Unit, Alternatives B and C: Due to the limited

amount of California least tern nesting area remaining on non-
Navy lands in San Diego Bay, the Navy is concerned with the
removal or conversion of any upland habitat that could support
federally listed species. Also, it is not clear what the current
use of the nesting site at "D" Street Fill is and how conversion
would affect past or current nesting locations. In addition,
please address the potential impacts and effects from habitat
conversion to tern nesting numbers in all of San Diego Bay.

. South San Diego Bay Unit: It is not clear how the concept of

enhancing nesting sites will benefit the gull-billed tern or
other seabirds that could have negative consequences on the
federally listed California least tern and western snowy plover
populaticns. Please address management actions that would result
in potential impacts to listed species present on the site, as
well as on Navy lands. For example, please address on Page 2-
114, Objective 2.1 and in Section 4.4 how least tern nesting
could be affected by an increase in other seabirds within the
refuge. Also, address possible effects to western snowy plovers
on Page 2-117, Objective 2.4 and Section 4.4.

. No Action Alternatives: Please change the verbiage in these

alternatives throughout the document(s) to address the fact that
it includes present/current and past management practices.

. Summary Document: It is not clear where federally listed species

are currently being managed. Please include language and
graphics on where and how species are being managed and how this
impacts the no action alternative. Without this information, it
is difficult to determine the effects of proposed management.

. Other than a statement in Section 4.10, it is unclear how this

document is to be funded and implemented. Please address.

! ENCC (1)

3.7

3.8

3.9

Response to Comment

We understand that the Navy SEALS transit through the boat
channel north of Emory Cove and use Emory Cove to access Navy
lands and established training areas at NRRF. A portion of these
submerged lands are leased to the Service by the State Lands
Commission as part of the South San Diego Bay Unit. No
management actions are proposed for the Refuge on submerged
lands north of and adjacent to Emory Cove that would restrict Navy
access to NRRF or their ability to train at NRRF. Since these
submerged lands are not under the primary jurisdiction of the
Service, Refuge compatibility determinations for uses within these
leased areas are not needed.

With respect to the NRRF, refer to Response 3.2 above. During
step-down restoration planning for Pond 11, we will coordinate with
the Navy to determine what if any changes in pond elevation would
be appropriate in this location. The preferred alternative does not
include a proposal to permit public access across Navy property.

Alternative B for the Sweetwater Marsh Unit is intended to expand
the management activities occurring on the D Street Fill to support
nesting terns and plovers. No conversion of upland habitat to
intertidal habitat is proposed. Change in landform would be limited
to recontouring the southern edge of the Fill, as indicated in light
orange on Figure 2-3, to improve plover chick access to intertidal
foraging areas. This proposal is intended to increase fledging
success for western snowy plovers at the D Street Fill.

The effects of implementing Alternative C for the Sweetwater
Marsh Unit are addressed in Response 3.4 above.
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Response to Comment

3.10  Data describing the historic and current use of the D Street Fill by
California least terns and western snowy plovers is provided in
Section 3.4.6, however, for clarity, this data has been incorporated
into a new figure, Figure 3-13, and added to Section 3.4.6 of the Final
CCP/EIS under the discussion of California least terns and western
snowy plovers. References to this figure have also been added to
Section 3.4.4.1 (Breeding Birds, Nesting Seabirds). Under
Alternative C, the D Street Fill would be reshaped to support
nesting birds as well as provide additional foraging habitat for
plovers and other shorebirds. Approximately 33 acres of the D
Street Fill would be preserved and enhanced for tern and plover
nesting and 13 acres would be designated for intertidal restoration.
As stated in the draft CCP/EIS, based on past and current nesting
use of the D Street, this proposal would not result in any significant
adverse effects to ground nesting birds; rather it is intended to
improve nesting success for plovers and terns.

3.11  The conversion of upland habitat to intertidal wetlands is not
expected to result in significant adverse effects to nesting terns at
this site and effects to tern nesting numbers bay wide would be
neutral or positive. Although some upland habitat would be
converted to intertidal wetlands, this increase in intertidal habitat
would provide additional proximal foraging areas for snowy plover
chicks and adults and California least tern adults and fledglings.
Further, the preferred alternative includes a proposal to provide
new nesting habitat within the salt works, which would offset any
perceived loss of potential nesting habitat at the D Street Fill.

3.12  Refer to Responses 3.4 and 3.5 above.

3.13  Inboth Sections 2.2.1.2 and 2.1.2.2 of the draft CCP/EIS, the No
Action alternative is described as follows: “This alternative assumes
no change to past and present management activities . ..”
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Response to Comment

3.14  The Summary provides an overview of the topics addressed in the
draft CCP/EIS. Past and present management activities are
summarized for both the Sweetwater Marsh and South San Diego
Bay Units on pages S-17 and S-19 respectively. Details regarding
management of federally listed species are provided in Sections
2.2.1.1,2.2.2.1,2.3.1.1, and 2.3.2.1 of the draft CCP/EIS.

3.15  As stated on the inside cover of both the Summary and draft
CCP/EIS Volume I, “These plans are sometimes substantially above
current budget allocations and, as such, are primarily for Service
strategic planning and program prioritization purposes. The plans
do not constitute a commitment for staffing increases, operational
and maintenance increases, or funding for future land acquisition.”
The CCP is intended to provide a vision of how the Refuge should be
managed in the future, whether or not funding is currently available.
Appendix D (CCP Implementation), which has been revised to
better define existing allocations and future needs, prioritizes
proposed actions and provides estimated costs and staffing needs to
implement each action. Potential funding sources for implementing
one or more of the proposed actions is also addressed.

Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS  P-10
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3.1?|

3.20

321

3.23

3.24 |

3.25

3.26 |

8. Summary Document: On Tables and Figures, please cite which
alternatives are preferred and which are no action. This would
assist the reader with the review.

9. It is not clear how implementation of CCP is executed and funding
is obtained to support your preferred management alternative.

Specific:

Summary Doc, Figure 1 and Page 1-3, Figure 1-2: Please label all
military lands shown on the map, including Naval Base Corcnade (not
just NAS North Island), Naval Base Point Loma and Naval Base San
Diego. We request that these areas be represented as gray in color.

Summary Doc, Figure 2, as well as Figures 3-1, 3-19 and 3-20: Silver
Strand State Beach is actually on Navy land that is leased to the
State. Also, it would be helpful to label Naval Amphibious Base
Coronado, Naval Base Coronade, and Naval Station San Diege, Naval Base
San Diego. Lastly, replace "U.S. Navy Radio Receiving Facility® with
*Naval Radio Receiving Facility”.

Page 5-7, Required Permits and Approvals and Page 1-10, Section 1-4:
Suggest adding “USFWS, Section 7 Consultation” or *Federal ESA Section
7 Consultation” so that it is clear as with the other permits.

Page 5-10, Sweetwater Marsh Unit, Third Bullet: Please address the
need to determine a source of the contaminants and any actions that
will be accomplished to reduce such contamination.

Page S-10, South San Diego Bay Unit, Fourth Bullet: The term “recovery
and conservation” is generally and more appropriately used for
federally listed species. The gull-billed tern is not listed. Please
clarify such in the bullets listed, as well as the remainder of the
document. The Navy is concerned about the management of gull-billed
terns in San Diego Bay as they are known to have an adverse affect on
the Navy's populations of California least tern and western snowy
plover.

Page S-11, Habitats, Fish and Wildlife and Page 3-36, Section 3.4.2:
Please cite the classification system for the habitat types that is
referenced in this section and in Tables 1 and 2.

Page S-13, Figures 6 and 7 and Figure 3-9: The Navy has revised
eelgrass data for 2004 that may be used to update the information in
these sections.

Page 1.1, Section 1.1, Paragraph 1: Due to the major role Navy lands
play in the management of natural resources in and around San Diego
Bay, please include a statement regarding our proximity to the refuge
as has been done for adjacent urban communities.

Page 1.1, Section 1.1, Paragraph 3: Please remove all references and
management considerations for the "small area near the northwest
corner of Pend 11, (which) is owned by the U.S. Navy (Navy)." Also,

3.16

3.17

3.18

3.19

3.20

3.21

3.22

Response to Comment

The Summary document for the Final CCP/EIS identifies the
preferred alternatives for each Refuge Unit.

Refer to Response 3.15 above.

Figures 1 and 1-2 are intended to inform the reader of the general
location of the Refuge, not to describe surrounding land uses;
therefore, it is not necessary to add information regarding
surrounding military lands to these figures. The name of Naval Air
Station North Island has been corrected in the Final CCP/EIS. In
addition, those military lands that support endangered species
nesting are now depicted on revised Figure 3-15 and Naval
Amphibious Base Coronado has been added to Figures 3-1 and 3-22
of the Final CCP/EIS. A new figure, Figure 3-23, has been added to
Section 3.6.1.5 of the Final CCP/EIS that depicts the location of
those military lands occurring in proximity to the Refuge.

Refer to Response 3.18 above. All graphics in the Final CCP/EIS
that include a reference to the NRRF have been corrected. The fact
that the Silver Strand State Beach is leased to the State by the Navy
is acknowledged in new Section 3.6.1.5 of the Final CCP/EIS.

Section 1.4 of the Final CCP/EIS has been revised accordingly.

Details related to known and suspected contaminants on the
Sweetwater Marsh Unit are described in Section 2.2.5.2 (Goal 3,
Objective 3.1) and Section 3.3.8 of the draft CCP/EIS.

The implementation of conservation actions to address population
declines, naturally small ranges or population sizes, threats to
habitats, or other factors are not reserved solely for listed species.
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3.23

3.24

3.25

3.26

Response to Comment

Not only is the conservation of avian diversity in North America a
primary goal of the Service, but the 1988 amendment to the Fish and
Wildlife Conservation Act mandates the Service to “identify species,
subspecies, and populations of all migratory nongame birds that,
without additional conservation actions, are likely to become
candidates for listing under the Endangered Species Act of 1973.”
The report, Birds of Conservation Concern 2002, was prepared to
carry out this mandate. The overall goal of the report is to identify
bird species, such as the gull-billed tern, that are of conservation
concern so as to stimulate coordinated and proactive conservation
actions among Federal, State, and private partners (USFWS 2002).

The statement in the fourth bullet on Page S-10 is just one of a
number of issues raised during the CCP scoping process. The
purpose of presenting these issues, which were identified by the
public, affected agencies, and the planning team, is to present the
types of issues that were considered during the development of
management alternatives. A more complete discussion of this issue
is presented in Section 1.10.2, Issue 4 of the draft CCP/EIS, where it
is stated that the gull-billed tern is not a federally listed species.
This section also addresses the concern that gull-billed terns prey on
the chicks of California least terns and western snowy plovers.

This citation has been added to Section 3.4.2.1.
Figures 3-8 and 3-9 have been updated to include the 2004 data.

The proximity of Navy land to the Refuge is addressed in paragraph
3 of Page 1.1. Refer also to Response 3.1 above.

Refer to Response 3.8 above.
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3.27

3.28

3.29

3.30

3.3

332

3.33

3.34

335 |

3.35|

please make this correction throughout the document and on all
figures.

Figure 1-4: Please remove all Navy lands from consideration as
"Acquisition Boundary” and “Stewardship Project,” as reguested in our
letter dated August 23, 2004 [see enclosure (2)].

Figure 1-6: The area labeled as Silver Strand State Beach is Navy
owned and leased to State. Also, it is confusing to label it as
Silver Strand State Beach when the primary area managed under that
name is on the Ocean.

Page 3-29, Section 3.3.9.3: Correct to read “fixed-wing and rotary-
wing”. Alsc please confirm that military aircraft are the primary
noise contributors or provide a reference for the statement.

Page 3-31, Section 3.4.1.3: It would also be appropriate to have a
section listing other relevant management plans, such as the San Diego
Bay Integrated Natural Resources Management Plan (INEMP), the Naval
Base Coronadc INRMP, and the Naval Base San Diego INRMP.

Page 3-33, Recovery Plans: Please state here and other appropriate
places in this document that the California Least Tern Recovery Plan
is considered out of date and is being revised. Also, please
reference any other information used in this document to support goals
and objectives related to the tern, due to the out-of-date Recovery
Plan.

Page 3-68, California Least Tern: The proper reference for NAB
Coronado, is Naval Amphibious Base Coronado, Naval Base Corconado. If
acronyms are to be used it would be NAB Corcnade, NBC. And, North
Island is Naval Air Station North Island, Naval Base Coronado or MNAS
North Island, NBC. NBC is only necessary with the first citation of
the installation, which is similar to listing a state following the
name of a city.

Figure 3-13: Change "North Island NAS" to *“NAS North Island”. Also,
the arrows to the Delta Beaches are not correct. Lastly, reference to
the Delta Beaches should be plural unless they are specified North and
South. There is not longer nesting supported at Naval Training
Center.

Page 3-70, Figure 3-14: Please explain how pair data is derived or
determined from fieldwork and data.

Page 3-74, Salt Marsh Bird's Beak: This species is found at the YMCA
Camp Surf (NRRF).

Page 3-76, Western Snowy Plover: Plovers are alse found on NRRF.
Correct the reference to NAB Coronado.

3.27

3.28

3.29

3.30

3.31

3.32

3.33

Response to Comment

Refer to Response 3.8 above.
Figure 1-6 has been revised. Refer also to Response 3.19.

The text regarding fixed wing and rotary wing aircraft has been
corrected. The statement on page 3-29 regarding noise does not
state that the military is the primary contributor of noise; it states
that fixed wing and rotary wing aircraft generate the most
significant noise in the vicinity of the Refuge. This statement is
based on personal communication with Refuge staff whose office is
located on the Sweetwater Marsh Unit.

A discussion of INRMPs has been included in Section 3.6.1.5.

The California Least Tern Recovery Plan, approved in April 1980, is
the official recovery plan for this species. Additional information
regarding the least tern has been collected and the Service intends
to revise the plan in the future. However, until the plan is revised,
the 1980 plan is the appropriate reference for issues related to the
recovery of this species. The goal to support recovery and
protection efforts for the least tern is supported not only by the
objectives and rationale presented in the recovery plan, but also by
the purposes for which the Refuge was established. Additionally,
the specific strategies for expanding and/or enhancing nesting and
foraging habitat for the least tern within the San Diego Bay NWR,
as described in the draft CCP/EIS, are based on recommendations
provided in the 1980 recovery plan. Please note that Objective 2.1
for the Sweetwater Marsh Unit and Objective 2.1 for the South San
Diego Bay Unit have been revised in the Final CCP/EIS to more
accurately describe the intended outcomes of the strategies
proposed within the CCP.

The text has been revised accordingly.

Figure 3-13, which is now Figure 3-15, has been revised in response
to this and other comments.
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Response to Comment

3.34  Pair data is derived by balancing several different techniques
depending on the site and number and species mix of birds present.
For small populations or communities, it may suffice to actually
count each individual bird. For larger populations or communities,
an approximate estimate is made of the flock each monitoring date.
Total nests versus active nest numbers on a particular date are
compared throughout the season. The minimum total pair number
may be derived from the maximum total of active nests on a given
date in the season. However, this may be an underestimate because
nest initiation dates may vary due to renesting by pairs with failed
nests, late arrival by so-called second wave birds (in the case of least
terns), or other factors such as abandonment of proximal colonies
leading to immigration into the site being monitored. This also
varies considerably species to species. For instance, elegant terns
are highly synchronous and have limited renesting. Black Skimmers
on the other hand are much less synchronous in their nest initiation
leading to a wide variety of age classes being present at a given time
later in the season.

3.35  The text has been revised accordingly.

3.36  The text has been revised accordingly.
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3.37

3.38
3.39

3.40

3.42

343
3.44 |

3.45

3.46

3.47

Page 3-76, Figure 3-16: It is unclear why this figure lists nesting
attempts vice number of nests or pairs. It would seem to be
consistent with the tern and the rail pairs would be the preferred
measurement.

Page 3-81, Western Gull-Billed Tern: Please address the impact that
this species has had on listed species off of Refuge land, and
specifically en Navy lands.

Page 3-99, Section 3.6.1.2: Please address military land use, as well
as the development of the Silver Strand Training Complex EIS. 1In
addition, this is another appropriate section to address the INRMPs
completed on Navy lands.

Page 3-101: If it is the first citation, the proper reference for NRRF
is Naval Radic Receiving Facility, NBC.

Page 4-75, Section 4.4.2.1.1, Gull-Billed Tern: Please address how
monitoring will influence management of this species and what the
potential effect of no control will be on federally listed species.
Data has been collected for several years that provide insight
regarding the effects of this species on local populations of listed
species. These effects should be considered as part of the no control
option.

Section 4.4.2.3 and 4.4.2.4: It is still not clear what the potential
effects to listed species will be given a possible increase in seabird
nesting. Please address, specifically with regard to possible
increases in the population of gull-billed terns, as well as how an
increased number of seabirds would influence habitat provided for the
western snowy plover.

Page 4-148, San Diego Bay INRMP: This plan has been funded for
revision, aleng with additional water bird and fisheries surveys.
Alsc, it might be appropriate to mention the NBC INRMP and NBSD INRMP,
as well as the Silver Strand Training Complex EIS in this section.

Page 4-150, Section 4.9.2.2: Please address possible impacts to the
management of wildlife in general and listed species specifically on
adjacent properties (specifically Navy lands) in the Bay.

Page 5-9, Section 5.2.1.7: It is evident that the San Diego Bay INRMP
was referenced heavily in this document. It would be appropriate to
mention the support of that plan in this section. Please note that
this document was co-developed by the Port of San Diego. They should
receive credit for their contribution as well.

hppendix M, Draft Predator Management Plan: Please provide a date for
this plan and when it is expected to be final. When it is finalized,
please address those “appropriate actions that when implemented will
ensure the recovery and conservation of all three of these trust species

3.37

3.38

3.39

3.40

3.41

Response to Comment

Nesting attempts and number of nests in this case are different
terms for the same number. To avoid confusion, the figure has been
revised to use the term number of nests. Because snowy plovers
have multiple nests within a given breeding season and not all adult
plovers have been banded, it is not possible to obtain an accurate
count of the number of breeding pairs simply by observation. Powell
et al. (2001) describes the calculations used to estimate breeding
populations based on the number of nests observed in the field.

The text has been revised to indicate that gull-billed terns are
preying on least tern and snowy plover chicks and eggs within
various nesting sites in and around San Diego Bay, including sites
managed by the Navy. The summaries available to the Service that
describe the results of endangered species monitoring conducted on
Navy lands around San Diego Bay acknowledge that gull-billed terns
have been observed preying on least terns and snowy plovers.
However, the full extent of gull-billed tern predation on these
species cannot be quantified because data regarding the numbers of
eggs and chicks lost to gull-billed terns is not provided in these
summary reports.

Mention of the Silver Strand Training Complex EIS has been
included in Section 3.6.1.5 of the Final CCP/EIS. Refer also to
Responses 3.1 and 3.30 above.

The text has been revised accordingly.

The results of on-going monitoring of gull-billed terns and the effects
of gull-billed tern predation on listed species will be used by the
Service, primarily the Migratory Birds Program, to determine how
best to manage this species to protect its population numbers, as
well as those of the California least tern and western snowy plover.
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Response to Comment

The Migratory Birds Program has determined that control of gull-
billed terns on this Refuge or elsewhere throughout its limited range
will not be authorized. As a result, control of this species is outside
the authority of the Refuge Manager. An alternative that includes
control of this species would not be considered feasible; therefore,
the “no control” option discussed in the predator management plan
does not address issues related to the control of gull-billed terns.

3.42 TImproving seabird nesting at the salt works would be designed with
the intent of having negligible adverse effects on the western snowy
plover and California least tern. Plovers tend to utilize different
microhabitats and with the exception of gull-billed tern predation
pressures on newly hatched plover chicks, generally do not face
conflicts with seabirds except in the case of needing space for
nesting. The nesting habitat at the salt works is also not as
attractive to plovers for nesting as are the beach and dune habitats
located nearby.

In the last few seasons, the tendency has been for plover fledglings
to only be observed after the gull-billed terns have abandoned the
site for the season. This is occurring at current population levels for
all three species. The Service acknowledges that an increase in gull-
billed tern nesting numbers may influence productivity for both the
western snowy plover and the California least tern at any site within
San Diego Bay and the Tijuana Estuary wetland complex. Also
refer to Section 3.12.

3.43  Comment noted.
3.44  Mention of the NBC INRMP, NBSD INRMP, and Silver Strand

Training Complex project have been added to Section 3.6.1.5 of the
Final CCP/EIS.
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Response to Comment

3.45  The discussion of impacts to listed species on adjacent properties has

— been expanded in Section 4.9.2.2 of the Final CCP/EIS.

3.46  Mention of the Navy and Port’s involvement in the San Diego Bay
(least terns, snowy plovers, and gull-billed terns) throughout their INRMP has been added to Section 5.2.1.7 of the Final CCP/EIS.

20‘:..7! r’“‘!e-;age 10: The Navy alsoc supports plovers and associated predator
control on NRRF.
Pags 14: The Rasy weuld 1ike to be Eodideced n Sopemtoc ae 3.47  Approval of the Predator Management Plan, Appendix M, will occur
as part of the approval of the Final CCP and will become effective
following the issuance of the Record of Decision for this project. The
final version of the plan has been dated and reference to the Navy’s

management activities on NRRF has been added to Section IV.

3.48 | Appendix N: The title pages needs to be fixed.

3.48 Comment noted.
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Ser N4S5RN.tc/353
November 16, 2001

Mr. G. Mendel Stewart, Manager

San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex
2722-D Loker Avenue West

Carlsbad, CA 92008

Dear Mr. Stewart:

The Navy has reviewed the Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP) for
the Sweetwater Marsh National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) and the South San
Diego Bay Unit of the San Diego NWR on San Diego National Wildlife
Refuge Complex as presented on your web site. We are concerned with
a proposal under the section entitled "Habitat Restoration/Management
Strategies for Sweetwater Marsh NWR,” specifically "D" Street Fill.
Such action would convs:tlpotantial habitat for the federally
endangered California least tern (Sterna antillarum browni) and the
federally threatened western snowy plover (Charadrius alexandrinus
nivosus) to salt marsh, inter-tidal and sub-tidal habitats. The
September 2000 San Diego Bay (Bay) Integrated Natural Resources
Management Plan identifies that the "upland transition" community has
been significantly reduced and currently is the most threatened of
all San Diego habitats. Therefore, we support all efforts to retain
"upland transition® habitat, especially the areas that harbor or
would contribute to the recovery of federally listed species.

As you are aware, Naval Amphibious Base, Coronado, and “D” Street
Fill are the two largest nesting areas adjacent to San Diego Bay.
The Navy would encourage the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service to
maximize the preservation and enhancement of the existing upland
habitat so that seabird nesting opportunities are enhanced,
especially for the California least tern and western snowy plover,
We support the broad objectives and strategies of the Sweetwater
Marsh WWR. In particular, we applaud the proposal to improve
existing habitat quality, which will facilitate the recovery of the
California least tern and western snowy plover, as well as efforts to
reduce chick mortality for both these species at “D" Street Fill.

Regarding the Restoration Alternatives for the Salt Works, South San
Diego Bay Unit of the San Diego NWR, we embrace your second goal to
conserve and restore those habitats that support federally threatened
and endangered species and other species of concern. We are hopeful
that increased nesting opportunities and a reduction in chick
mortality for California least tern and western snowy plover will
contribute to the conservation and recovery of these listed species.

In 2000, our management strategies at Naval Base Coronado supported
15% of California least tern nests and produced 11% of the fledglings

FNCL(3)

Response to Comment
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in California.

5090
Ser N45RN.tc/353
November 16, 2001

Accordingly, we had 88% of the nests and produced 87%

of the all fledglings in San Diego Bay. The Navy supports aqd
encourages efforts by all agencies to share in the management of this

species throughout San Diego Bay.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the development of your
CCP. Please involve us in future actions associated with your
planning proceass.

Copy to:

Sincerely,

Donald J. Boland

Captain, U. 5. Navy

Asaistant Chief of Staff
for Environment/Safety

Ms. Victoria Aires Touchstone

Project Planner South San Diego Bay
Sweetwater Marsh National Wildlife Refuge
1080 Gunpowder Point Drive

Chula Vista,

CA 91910

Response to Comment
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42
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Fiox: (760) 355-8802

September 13, 2005

Victoria Touchstone

Refuge Planner

San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex
6010 Hidden Valley Road

Carlsbad, CA 92011

Dear Victoria:

As the Congressman for the 51¥ Congressional District, I have had a longstanding
interest and involvement in the protection of the wildlife resources in South San
Diego Bay. The issuance of the Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP)
and Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the South San Diego Bay Unit of
the San Diego Bay National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) is an important step toward
the careful management of these resources, and I support all stakeholders in their
efforts that have brought us this far.

The past, present, and future habitat values of the refuge are an important
consideration in the selection of a Preferred Alternative for the South San Diego
Unit. Alternative C allows the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to create the highest
ecological return possible over the 15-year planning period. Advancement of
Alternative C will transform 90 acres of unproductive habitat to potentially
beneficial wetlands—and maintain the Salt Works unique geographical position on
the Pacific Flyway, where it hosts over 500,000 birds of 94 species, and is an
undisturbed area for these birds to obtain food, shelter, rest, and nesting
opportunities.

I am very concerned that other alternatives would either impact the current salt
operations over time or eliminate the South Bay Salt Works altogether. The special
and unique contributions the Salt Works provides to the Refuge and to the wildlife
in the area are well-known and widely acknowledged. Those contributions to the
approximately 1,100 acres of land and water within the South San Diego NWR,
have helped make an environmentally productive Salt Works Habitat for over 140

CALIFORNIA"S BORDIR CONORESSMAR"

Prinied on Recycled Paper

4.1

4.2

Response to Comment

Comment noted.

Although portions of the salt works in its current configuration
provide habitat to support a variety of avian species, the phased
restoration of the salt works would provide benefits to a greater
range of species, including avian, fish, invertebrate, and wetland
plant species.
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4.3

4.4

4.5

46

Victoria Touchstone

September 13, 2005
Page 2

years. Although an artificially created space, the salt ponds contain a unique
ecology that simply does not exist naturally and cannot be manufactured at another
time or location.

There is nothing wrong with ambitious plans for restoring habitats, and I am
supportive of them. However, recognizing the current high value of the Salt
Works, the Service should make sure that any actions proposed or taken that would
impact the habitat values provided currently by the Salt Works must only be
pursued after additional analysis and planning has occurred. Any modification to
the salt pond system necessitates a studied, patient, and prudent evaluation of the
long-term habitat impacts and loss/benefit that can result.

I hope that you will consider the many positive ecological and economical
contributions that the Salt Works has made to the Refuge and to the South Bay
when selecting your Preferred Alternative within the Draft CCP/EIS.I strongly
suggest that the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service select Otay River Floodplain
Restoration Option C2 and South San Diego Bay Unit, Alternative C Salt Works
Restoration Option 1 as the Preferred Alternative within the Draft CCP/EIS

I would appreciate the opportunity to discuss my recommendations with the
Service prior to issuance of the final CCP/EIS.

Sincerely,
BOB FILNER
Member of Congress
BF/zs
2253226

4.3

44

4.5

4.6

Response to Comment

We concur. The CCP provides the vision and the directions for
achieving that vision, considering the various proposals at the
programmatic level. The CCP process is followed by “step-down
planning” during which time additional studies, as described in the
draft CCP/EIS, would be conducted and detailed restoration plans
would be prepared. This subsequent detailed restoration planning
would be conducted in an open process similar to that used to
develop the CCP. Once a final restoration plan is approved,
restoration would be implemented in phases incorporating pre- and
post-restoration monitoring and adaptive management (refer to
revised Appendix D in the Final CCP/EIS).

The contribution of the salt works to the Refuge and the South Bay
are acknowledge in the draft CCP/EIS and have been considered in
developing the preferred alternative.

Comment noted.

A briefing was held prior to issuance of the Final CCP/EIS.
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State of California - The Resources Agency ARNOLD SCHWARZENEGGER, Governor

¥ DEPARTMENT OF FISH AND GAME
1416 Ninth Street
Sacramento, CA 942442090 @

March 6, 2006

Ms. Victoria Touchstone

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex
6010 Hidden Valley Road

Carlsbad, CA 92011

RE:  San Diego Bay National Wildlife Refuge, Sweetwater Marsh and South San Diego Bay
Units, Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan/Environmental Impact Statement

Dear Ms. Touchstone:

The California Department of Fish and Game appreciates the time that Refuge staff provided in
December to present us with an overview of the San Diego Bay National Wildlife Refuge,
Sweetwater Marsh and South San Diego Bay Units, Draft Comprehensive Conservation
Plan/Environmental Impact Statement (Draft CCP). At that meeting, Refuge staff clarified the
5.1] goals and objectives of the management alternatives evaluated in the Draft CCP and provided
us with a better understanding of how detailed restoration planning within the Refuge would
proceed following approval of the Final CCP. As a result, the Department is rescinding its letter
dated September 14, 2005, and provides the following c ts, which suf de those
presented in the original letter.

The Department encourages the selection of management alternatives for the Sweetwater
Marsh and South San Diego Bay Units that address the need to provide essential habitat for the
Refuge's array of listed and sensitive species, while also continuing to support the diversity of
5.2 | native species, particularly migratory and nesting birds that presently occur within the south bay.
We recognize that the approval of the CCP is not the final step in the planning process and that
the conceptual restoration designs included in the Draft and Final CCP will continue to be
refined during subsequent detailed restoration planning. The Depariment looks forward to the
opportunity lo participate in the development of restoration designs for the D Street Fill, the salt
ponds, and the Otay River floodplain and supports the goals that have been established for the
Refuge within the Draft CCP.

If you have any questions regarding this letter, please contact David Mayer at 858-467-
4234,

LarpyL. Eng,
Regional Manager
South Coast Region

California Department of Fish and Game

5.1

5.2

Response to Comment

Comment noted.

The goals and objectives proposed for the San Diego Bay NWR
address the need to manage the Refuge for the array of fish, wildlife,
and habitat resources found on the Refuge and within the overall bay
ecosystem. Consistent with the purposes for which the Refuge was
established, a number of the objectives and associated management
actions included within the preferred alternatives for the
Sweetwater Marsh and South San Diego Bay Units focus on
conserving the Refuge’s listed species, including the California least
tern, light-footed clapper rail, California brown pelican, western
snowy plover, and salt marsh bird’s beak. Other goals and objectives
address the need to provide high quality habitat for the various
seabirds, shorebirds, and waterfowl species supported on the Refuge
and to improve habitat quality for native plants, fish, invertebrates,
and other wildlife.

The Service appreciates the Department’s continued interest in this
planning effort and looks forward to your participation in the
detailed restoration planning for this Refuge.
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6.1

6.2

SAN DIEGO COUNTY
REGIONAL AIRPORT AUTHORITY

P.O. BOX 82776, SAN DIEGD. CA FZ138-2776
&619.400.2400 WWW.EAN.ORG

September 19, 2005

Ms. Victoria Touchstone

U.8. Fish and Wildlife Service

San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex
6010 Hidden Valley Road

Carlsbad, CA 92011

Subject: San Diego Bay National Wildlife Refuge Draft Comprehensive Conservation
Plan/Environmental Impact Statement

Dear Ms. Touchstone:

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the San Diego Bay National Wildlife
Refuge Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan/Environmental Impact Statement. The
San Diego County Regional Airport Authority (“SDCRAA”") is the successor to the San
Diego Unified Port District in interests regarding the South San Diego Bay Wildlife
Refuge, South Bay Salt Works and any potential mitigation credits that may be available
under the Cooperative Agreement between the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the
San Diego Unified Port District (October 16, 1998). As such, SDCRAA will continue to
have a vital interest in the viability of the San Diego Bay Wildlife refuge as a habitat for
the California least tern and other plant and animal species.

SDCRAA Interests in South San Diego Bay

SDCRAA is responsible for the protection of nearly 20 acres of California least tem
nesting habitat at San Diego International Airport and takes its responsibility seriously for
protecting the California least tern and its nesting habitat. SDCRAA relies on the
valuable assistance of the Zoological Society of San Diego to fulfill its habitat
management responsibilities. Based on the input of the Zoological Society of San Diego
and their professional expertise, the SDCRAA submits the following comments on the
Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP) and Environmental Impact Statement
(EIS) for management of the Sweetwater Marsh and South San Diego Bay Units of the
San Diego Bay National Wildlife Refuge.

Concerns With Habitat Modification

SDCRAA relies on the valuable assistance of the Zoological Society and their consulting
biolegist/Principal Investigator, Mr. Robert Patton, to fulfill its responsibility to conserve
and protect nesting endangered California least terns at San Diego International Airport.
It is the position of the SDCRAA, the Zoological Society and its species recovery experls
that the CCP/EIS fails to adequately disclose and consider the benefits to wildlife that
current environmental conditions provide. The value of the existing habitat has not been
fully assessed and the proposed preferred alternative for the salt works in South San
Diego Bay may be detrimental to the long-term viability of numerous species and related

SAN DIEGO
INTERNATIONAL
AIRPORT

6.1

6.2

Response to Comment

Comments noted.

The benefits to birds that are provided by the salt ponds are
addressed in detail in Sections 3.4.1.3 and 3.4.4.1 of the draft
CCP/EIS. References to these sections have been added to Section
3.4.2.1 (Solar Salt Evaporation Ponds) of the Final CCP/EIS to
ensure a complete understanding of the current value of the salt
ponds to avian species.

Detailed analysis of the potential effects, both adverse and
beneficial, to fish, benthic invertebrates, habitat quality, and avian
species that could result from converting some or all of the salt
ponds to intertidal habitat is provided in Sections 4.3 and 4.4 of the
draft CCP/EIS.
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6.3

6.4

6.5

6.6

Ms. Victoria Touchstone
September 19, 2005
Page 2 of 3

habitat. We recommend that the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (*Service") ensure that the
value of the existing habitat in the San Diego Bay Mational Wildlife Refuge be
adequately assessed in the CCP and that the Service analyze carefully the extent,
timing, and implementation schedule for habitat modification proposed in the CCP. In
particular, the service should carefully consider the habitat modification proposed for the
salt works in South San Diego Bay.

Concerns with Mitigation Credits

Under the terms of the Cooperative Agreement, restoration accomplished by SDCRAA
pursuant to any restorations plan prepared by the Service will create mitigation credits
for habitat impacts associated with future projects elsewhere in San Diege Bay. We are
also concerned that any habitat restoration projects in which SDCRAA may be involved
result in habitat of the highest quality with the least impact to the existing habitat values
of the property provided to the Service under the Cooperative Agreement. Creation of
lesser-value habit might reduce the value of the mitigation credits available to SDCRAA
under the Cooperative Agreement. We feel it is in the best interest of all parties to
ensure the highest gquality habitat is provided in the South San Diego Bay Wildlife
Refuge. We are concerned that the implementation of Alternative D will reduce the
value of any future mitigation credits because this alternative eliminates the valuable
habitat of the salt works in South San Diego Bay.

Concerns with Restrictions on SDCRAA Properties

SDCRAA will also retain ownership of the existing salt processing facility after
implementation of the CCP, even if salt production is eliminated from the project area.
The ponds closest to the processing facility are proposed for the following uses under
the preferred alternative:

Pond 28 Mudflat

Pond 29 Pickleweed Dominated Salt Marsh
Pond 30 Cordgrass Dominated Habitat
Pond 40 Mixed Water Area

Pond 41 Managed Water Area

Pond 42 Brine Production Area

The conversion of the existing salt ponds to create the habitat types listed above raises
concerns over the future use of the salt processing facility property. The CCP/EIS
should discuss the impacts of the newly created habitat on land uses in the areas
surrounding the site of the proposed CCP.

The “Cooperative Agreement between the United State Department of the Interior Fish
and Wildlife Service and the San Diego Unified Port District”, (SDUPD) Document 38129
dated October 16, 1998, assigned to SDCRAA as of January 1, 2003, was entered into
between these parties to protect and enhance nesting and foraging habitats for the
endangered California least tern at the salt ponds in South San Diego Bay as mitigation
for the loss of the existing least tern colony site at the Maval Training Center, adjacent to

6.3

6.4

6.5

Response to Comment

The description of the preferred alternative has been expanded in
the Final CCP/EIS in both Chapter 2 and Appendix D (CCP
Implementation) to include a more detailed discussion of how the
Refuge would be managed under this alternative, as well as how
restoration could be phased to incorporate monitoring and adaptive
management into the final project design. In addition, details
regarding the types of studies and/or analyses that would be
completed in association with subsequent detailed restoration
planning have been added to Appendix D.

As stated in the draft CCP/EIS, the salt ponds provide important
nesting and foraging habitat for a variety of avian species, but
habitat quality for fish, benthic invertebrates, and subtidal and
intertidal vegetation is poor to nonexistent. The intent of
Alternative D is to maximize opportunities for habitat restoration
within the Refuge, while maintaining those aspects of the existing
salt pond system that support nesting seabirds and other migratory
birds. The value of any future mitigation credits that might be
available to the Airport Authority and/or the Unified Port of San
Diego would be determined by the appropriate agencies in
accordance with the terms of the Cooperative Agreement.

As stated previously in your letter, the salt ponds in their current
state provide habitat value for a variety of bird species. The
conversion of these ponds to intertidal habitat and managed water
areas would continue to provide habitat value for birds, while also
providing habitat value for fish and benthic invertebrates.
Development of the lands adjacent to these ponds would be subject
to the same regulations (the Federal and State Endangered Species
Act, California Coastal Act, MSCP, Clean Water Act, Rivers and
Harbors Act, and others as applicable) under either scenario.
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6.7

Ms. Victoria Touchstone
September 19, 2005
Page 3 of 3

and acquired by SDUPD. Paragraph C.15 states that “Upon establishment of the NWR
(National Wildlife Refuge), the Service agrees that there is no “buffer” created adjacent
to the NWR wherein otherwise legally allowable development would be prohibited by
virtue of the existence of the NWR."

SDCRAA has made a substantial investment in the creation of the Refuge. In addition,
the SDCRAA is the owner of a contiguous property and would not care to see ils
interests diminished through land use restrictions resulting from the future creation of
sensitive habitat.

Despite these concerns, we are pleased with the progress the Service has achieved with
the CCP and its accompanying EIS. We look forward to working collaboratively with the
Service to achieve its restoration goals in the South San Diego Bay Wildlife Refuge.

If you have any questions regarding this letter, please contact Paul Manasjan, Director of
Environmental Affairs at (619) 400-2783 or Ted Anasis, Manager of Airport Planning at
(619) 400-2478.

Sincerely,
% N ————

Angela Shafer-Payne
Vice President, Strategic Planning Division

cc: Authority Board Members
Thella F. Bowens, President/CEO
Breton Lobner, General Counsel
Paul Manasjan, Environmental Affairs
Ted Anasis, Airport Planning
Mary Erickson, Development — Real Estate

Response to Comment

6.6 Comment noted. Although buffers may be required to address
existing conditions and regulations, as presented in Response 6.5, no
buffer would be required simply by virtue of the existence of a
National Wildlife Refuge adjacent to the property.

6.7 Refer to Response 6.5.
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7.1

rg> o
09/19/2005 02:29 PM oo
Subject San Diego Bay CCP

“Allison Gutierrez™ To <Victoria_Touchstone@fws.gov>
@ <agutierr@portofsandiego.o

Victoria,

Port environmental services has reviewed the draft CCP and EIS for the Sweetwater and South
San Diego Bay NWR. Our main concemn is related to the adjacency of Port tidelands to the
refuge property. Since land-use decisions and potential restoration plans may have an impact on
Port developments and land-use on tidelands. We ask that we are made aware of the specific
development plans in the refuge as they arise. Thank you, Allison

Allison P. Gutierrez
Environmental Services
Port of San Diego
3165 Pacific Highway
San Diego, CA 92101

office: 619.686.6434 Alison Gutiensz vef

Response to Comment

7.1 The San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex will continue to
inform the Port of all management actions that could have an impact
on Port developments and land uses on tidelands.
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8.1

THE CiTy oF SaN DiEco

August 22, 2005

Ms. Victoria Touchstone, Refuge Planner
United States Department of the Interior
Fish and Wildlife Service

National Wildlife Refute Complex

6010 Hidden Valley Road

Carlsbad, California 92011

Dear Ms. Touchstone:

Subject: Sweetwater Marsh and South San Diego Bay Units, Draft Comprehensive
Conservation Plan/Enviro tal Impact Statement

The environmental section of the Metropolitan Wastewater Department of the City of San
Diego has reviewed the Sweetwater Marsh and South San Diego Bay Units, Draft
Comprehensive Conservation Plan/Environmental Impact Statement. Alternatives C and
D (the preferred alternative) for the South San Diego Bay Unit notes that “Coordination
with the City of San Diego is required prior to restoration of the Otay River floodplain to
ensure protection of existing sewer and water utilities” (Tables 4-6 and 11, Summary of
Potential Effects — Public Utilities). Please add that .. protection of and access to
existing sewer and water utilities” would be required as part of any plan to restore the
area. Please contact me for early coordination if either of these alternatives is adopted.

If you have any questions with regard to these comments, please call me at 858-292-
6417.

Sincerely,
M&LMT‘E\ 2317
Laura Ball

Senior Planner

LB/b

Metropolitan Wastewater Department
9197 Topaz Way * Son Diege, (4 92123
Tol (858) 2526300 Fax (85E) 2924310

8.1

Response to Comment

The requested change has been made. Note that page 4-117 of the
draft CCP/EIS acknowledges the need to maintain access to the
public utilities in the vicinity of the Refuge. The San Diego National
Wildlife Refuge Complex will coordinate all restoration efforts that
might affect City utility operations, maintenance, and/or access with
the Metropolitan Wastewater Department or other appropriate
departments.
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9.1

Grec Cox

SUPERVISOR, FIRST DISTRICT
San Diego County Board of Supervisors

September 19, 2005

Ms. Victoria Touchstone, Refuge Planner
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

6010 Hidden Valley Road

Carlsbad, CA 92011

Dear Ms. Touchstone:

Having reviewed the Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan/Environmental Impact
Statement, [ wanted to make the following comments for consideration by the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service. Please note that these are my personal comments as the Supervisor
representing the District in which the San Diego Bay National Wildlife Refuge,
Sweetwater and South San Diego Bay Units are located. The County of San Diego, Land
Use and Environment Group is sending comments on separate letterhead.

Bayshore Bikeway
Although the Draft Plan mentions the Bayshore Bikeway in Section 3.6.4.5 Bicycle

Facilities (page 3-114), I want to stress the importance of the Bayshore Bikeway as a
regional facility of outstanding value for recreation, ecotourism and commuting. The
Bayshore Bikeway is a collaborative effort since 1979 under SANDAG"s Bayshore
Bikeway Working Group and is comprised of representatives from the cities that
encompass San Diego Bay — The Cities of San Diego, Coronado, Imperial Beach, Chula
Vista, National City and the Unified Port of San Diego and the County of San Diego.

The bikeway is a 24-mile loop around San Diego Bay. Currently, plans are being
processed for a 1.5 mile stretch of the Bayshore Bikeway along the Coronado Branch
Railroad between the salt ponds and the Otay River Channel. The Railroad Right-of-
Way is owned by MTS and is not included within the acquisition boundary of the South
San Diego Bay Unit.

County Administration Center » 1600 Pacific Highway, Room 335 + San Diege, CA 92101
(619) 531-5511 » Fax (619) 235-0844 www.gregeox.com
Email: greg.cox@sdeounty.ca.gov

9.1

Response to Comment

The San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex appreciates the
opportunity to coordinate with SANDAG’s Bayshore Bikeway
Working Group on our public use proposals for the south end of the
bay. The pedestrian pathway proposed for the southwestern edge of
the Refuge is expected to benefit both Refuge visitors and those
traveling along the Bayshore Bikeway.

Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS  P-29



9.2

9.3

Ms. Victoria Touchstone
September 19, 2005
Page 2

Otay Valley Regional Park (OVRP)
The Otay Valley Regional Park is a multi-jurisdiction project in the Otay River Valley

that stretches from the South San Diego Bay Unit to the Otay Lakes. It is governed
through a Joint Exercise of Powers Agreement between the City of Chula Vista, City of
San Diego and the County of San Diego.

As noted in Section 3.6.4.6 Hiking/interpretive Trails (page 3-115), the boundaries of the
western-most segment of the OVRP overlap with the current boundary of the South San
Diego Bay Unit. Ilook forward to the USF&W Service working together with the OVRP
JEPA members to ensure the Otay Valley Regional Park Concept Plan and the
Comprehensive Conservation Plan complement each other where they overlap in the
Otay River Floodplain.

South Bay Biological Study Area

The opportunity also exists for the USF&W Service and the County of San Diego to
work cooperatively to maximize the protection of this resource while also allowing for
opportunities for public observation of wildlife.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Draft Comprehensive Conservation
Plan/Environmental Impact Statement. Please feel free to call me or Ron Kelley of my
staff at (619) 531-5511 on this or any issue of importance in my Supervisorial District.

Sincerely,

Supervisor, First District

9.2

9.3

Response to Comment

The San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex continues to work
with representatives from both the City and County of San Diego to
identify an alignment for the Otay Valley Regional Trail that will
protect Refuge resources and also meet the needs of future trail
users.

The Service looks forward to working with the County to
accommodate such opportunities for wildlife observation.
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Tounty of FBan Diego

WALTER F. EKARD
CHIEF ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICER

10.1

(615) 5316278 CHIEF ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICE
FAK: (619) 8574000

1600 PACIFIC HIGHWAY, STE, 209, SAN DIEGD, CA §2101-2472

September 19, 2005

Victoria Touchstone, Refuge Planner

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,

San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex,
6010 Hidden Valley Road

Carlsbad, CA 92011

COMMENTS ON THE SAN DIEGO BAY NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE
DRAFT COMPREHENSIVE CONSERVATION PLAN AND ENVIRONMENTAL
IMPACT STATEMENT

Dear Ms. Touchstone:

The County of San Diego would like to thank you for the opportunity to comment
on the above-referenced document. Through this letter of comment, the County
will be expressing the serious concerns it has related to the adequacy of the
document, the proposed Preferred Alternative D for the South San Diego Bay
Unit, and the process that was utilized to select the preferred alternative.

OVERVIEW

Before we proceed with our specific comments, we would like to describe the
importance of the South San Diego Bay to the region and express why the
County of San Diego (County) has such a strong interest in the Refuge. As was
indicated in the document, the County's interest in the Sweetwater Marsh and
South San Diego Bay area has a long history. The County is one of three
jurisdictions that own and operate the Otay Valley Regional Park (OVRP)
adjacent to the project. Also, the Department of Parks and Recreation South Bay
Biological Study Area is located adjacent and north of pong 11.

Overall, this area is viewed as one of the most important seabird nesting colonies
on North America's west coast. While it is true that this area is not in pristine
natural condition with broad natural tidal flows, present activities associated with
the century-old Salt Works operation and its associated levee system have
created an environment that supports an extensive population of breeding birds.

@ Printed on recycled paper

Response to Comment

10.1  We appreciate the County’s interest in this project and concur that
the resources in the south bay both within the salt works and in the
adjacent natural areas provide important foraging, nesting, and
roosting habitat for a diverse array of avian species.
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10.2

10.4

10.5

10.6

Over the last century, particularly the last 50 years, nesting seabird colonies have
gradually been established on the Salt Works levees beginning with a colony of
Caspian tern in 1941, and continuing with the Elegant and Royal tens in 1959,
the Forster's tern in 1962, Black skimmer in 1976, and Gull billed tern in 1985.
Furthermore, the endangered California least tern has nested on this site for
many decades.

As an indication of the unique status of this area, the birds that breed there occur
in very few locations. The Double-crested cormorant breeding site in the South
Bay area is one of only three sites in San Diego County, and this is one of only
eight regularly used breeding locations for the threatened Snowy plover in San
Diego County. This is the only location in San Diego Bay for the American
avocet and Black-necked stilts to breed. The Caspian tern site is one of only five
sites in Southern California, the Royal tern, one of only three sites in the western
United States, the Elegant tem, one of only six sites in the world, Forster's temn,
one of only six sites in San Diego County, the Gull-billed tern one of only six sites
in Western North America and one of only two in the Western United States, and
for the Black skimmer one of six sites in California and the only site in San Diego
County. Finally for breeding waterbirds, this location is one of only 27 sites for
the California least tern.

Therefore, though artificially created, the South San Diego Bay Salt Works has
evolved into a bird breeding location of major importance. Judging by the limited
number of other colonies in the region for the species mentioned above -
including the coastal habitats of the Tijuana River and Santa Margarita River - it
is very likely that several of these species would not occur in San Diego County
at all if it was not for the Salt Works and its associated levees. It was a fortunate
coincidence that the construction of the Salt Works provided ideal environmental
conditions for breeding birds that did not exist in San Diego County in the past,
including: safety from terrestrial predators, availability of brine inhabiting
invertebrates, and adjacency to open water.

The man-made Salt Works actually enhanced what nature provided in this area
for these birds. The proposal presented in the Comprehensive Conservation
Plan/EIS for the San Diego Bay National Wildlife Refuge would destroy this
successfully functioning environment by replacing it with one that will
undoubtedly displace the majority of the breeding birds. It should be noted that
very little of what un-vegetated intertidal habitat remains within San Diego Bay is
within the direct management of a resource agency and therefore must be
assumed to be more vulnerable to disturbance and adverse habitat alteration.
This should put a greater burden on the Refuge to manage their habitat for
shorebird species.

The U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service recognized the importance of the Salt Works to
the Refuge in its Summer 2005 Edition of Notes from the Refuge:

10.2

10.3

Response to Comment

This information is presented in Section 3.4.4.1 (Breeding Birds) on
pages 3-62 and 3-63 of the draft CCP/EIS.

Page 3-64 of the draft CCP/EIS addresses the use of the salt works
by nesting double-crested cormorants and the significance of the
western snowy plover population within the Refuge is described
throughout the document (e.g., Section 2.3.5.2, Section 3.4.1.3, and
Section 3.4.6.1 under Federally-Listed Species). With respect to
avocets and stilts, the text on page 3-64 of the draft CCP/EIS states,
“In fact, the only recent nesting of these two species [American
avocet and black-necked stilt] in San Diego Bay has been within the
salt works (Patton 2004).” The use of the salt pond levees for
nesting by Caspian terns, Royal terns, and black skimmers is
discussed on pages 3-62 and 3-63 of the draft CCP/EIS and this
discussion has been expanded in the Final CCP/EIS. These pages
also contain a discussion of the significance of this nesting site for
the elegant tern. Please note that the Final CCP/EIS has been
updated to include additional information regarding the size of the
elegant tern nesting colony over the past few years. A discussion of
Forester’s tern nesting on the salt pond levees is provided on page 3-
62 of the draft CCP/EIS and statements that describe the
significance of this nesting site for the gull-billed tern are provided
on page 3-63. Finally, the significance of the California least tern
within the Refuge is described throughout the text of the draft
CCP/EIS, including the discussion of the history of refuge
establishment, within the Refuge goals and objectives, and in Section
3.4.6.1 (Federally-Listed Species). Additional information about
historic and current use of the pond levees for nesting by this species
is provided on page 3-62 of the draft CCP/EIS.
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Response to Comment

10.4  The natural breeding habitats for the ground nesting seabirds that
nest on the levees of the salt works include salt marshes, sandy
beaches, and barrier islands. Although these habitats were plentiful
in coastal San Diego County in the past, the vast majority of these
areas has either been lost to urban and recreational development or
now experiences significant levels of disturbance. With the ranges of
several of these seabirds expanding northward over the past few
decades and the historic breeding grounds of others now gone, these
species have had to adapt to landforms that resemble in some way
their preferred native habitats. Based on observations presented in
the scientific literature and our own professional experience, we
believe that the qualities which attract these birds to the salt pond
levees include limited human disturbance, the isolated nature of the
levees, the availability of extensive areas of exposed or lightly
vegetated open ground, and unrestricted visual access from the
levees into the surrounding area. We do not agree that these levees
provide safety from terrestrial predators, that they attract these
seabirds because of the availability of brine invertebrates, or that
these birds would not be present here if the levees were surrounded
by intertidal habitat instead of open water. The levees are not
islands and unfortunately do not provide protection from mammalian
predators. Predation is a serious management concern at the salt
works requiring the identification of funding annually to support a
predator control program during the nesting season. As stated in
the San Diego Bird Atlas “the intrusion of terrestrial predators is a
constant problem for all the water birds nesting there” (Unitt 2004).

Although current brine invertebrate populations are important prey
for some avian species that nest at the salt works (i.e., western
snowy plover, Belding savannah sparrow, black-necked stilt,
American avocet), these organisms do not represent an essential
foraging item for the seabirds that nest on the levees.
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Response to Comment

With respect to adjacency to open water, there is not enough
information available to support or reject the idea that seabird
nesting at the salt works is solely dependent upon the presence of
open water along the levees. Many of the seabird species that nest
at the salt works have been observed nesting in locations that are not
surrounded by open water (refer to Section 4.4.2.3.1 of the draft
CCP/EIS).

10.5  The salt works replaced the native habitat that once existed in this
area, and although it provides nesting, roosting, and foraging
opportunities for a variety of avian species, we do not concur that
this artificial habitat provides better habitat quality for the majority
of the species present in this area than would be provided by a
natural intertidal environment.

The Service also disagrees with the statement that the CCP would
“destroy this successful functioning environment by replacing it with
one that will undoubtedly displace the majority of the breeding
birds.” Implementation of Alternative D is intended to maximize
opportunities for habitat restoration, while also maintaining, and in
some cases enhancing, those aspects of the existing salt pond system
that support nesting seabirds and other migratory birds. In
preparing the CCP, the Service analyzed and considered the data
available regarding the diversity and abundance of avian species
observed in the salt ponds. The draft CCP/EIS acknowledges that
some changes in species composition and abundance could occur as a
result of restoration. Based on further analysis and our best
professional judgment, we do not believe that these changes would
be of a sufficient scale to result in significant adverse effects to any
avian species, including the site’s ground nesting seabird
populations. To understand how restoration could influence avian
species composition and abundance, pre and post-restoration
monitoring would be implemented in association with future
restoration.
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Response to Comment

10.6  Activities proposed within coastal wetlands, whether they are
included within a designated conservation area or not, are all
regulated by a variety of local, state, and Federal agencies in an
effort to conserve these resources. Therefore, the intertidal habitat
areas within the bay that are not included within the Refuge are not
necessarily more vulnerable to disturbance. That not withstanding,
the CCP does propose to manage habitats within the Refuge for
shorebird species. As presented in the vision, goals, and objectives
the Refuge is proposed to be managed for multiple species, including
shorebirds. There are a number of strategies proposed to maintain,
enhance, and restore habitat to support shorebirds including
restoring tidal mudflat habitat in the salt ponds and Otay River
floodplain, reducing disturbance within the Refuge’s existing
foraging and roosting areas, and continuing to provide a source of
brine invertebrates.
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10.7

10.8

10.9

| 10.10

“In 1999, the area of the salt works joined the National Wildlife
Refuge System because even in the current altered condition,
migrating waterfowl and shorebirds and nesting seabirds utilize it
extensively. Acreage converted from natural conditions for human
uses are not unusual and make up a significant percentage of the
acreage of the Refuge System.”

SHOREBIRD CONSERVATION PLANNING

The Southern Pacific Shorebird Conservation Plan (PRBO, 2003) is a
cooperative plan being prepared to address the long-term conservation of
shorebirds on the West Coast of North America. It is notable that the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service is one of the partners in preparing the plan. The plan
includes information on the number of species that nest in an area for
comparative purposes in depicting the value of breeding and foraging areas for
shorebirds. That plan lists nine shorebird species for which coastal habitats are
important. Eight of those occur on the South San Diego Bay Wildlife Refuge and
rely heavily on the salt evaporation ponds as foraging habitat and refugia.

Of the seven species for which the Shorebird Conservation Plan identifies the
Southern Pacific region to be of moderate significance (Black-necked stilt,
Wandering tattler, Spotted sandpiper, Red knot, Sanderling, Least sandpiper and
Wilson's phalarope), all have been found in the salt works and Red knot,
Sanderling and Wilson's phalarope occur in large numbers at some times of
year. As mentioned above, the salt ponds are the only area on the bay where
Black-necked stilts regularly breed.

Of the shorebird species for which the region is identified as being of minor
significance in the Shorebird Conservation Plan, ruddy turnstones occurs in the
Salt Works throughout the year with significant increases during migration. Of
the eight shorebird species listed by USFWS as Species of Conservation
Concern six occur regularly in the Salt Works.

The Shorebird plan identifies only 12 areas outside of San Francisco Bay that
support 10,000 shorebirds or more — south San Diego Bay is one of those sites;
it is the only site in San Diego County and one of only four sites south of San
Francisco Bay.

South San Diego Bay is one of only six coastal locations from Alaska to Mexico
designated significant shorebird sites by the Western Hemisphere Shorebird
Reserve Network. And a very large percentage of the shorebirds in San Diego
Bay rely on the salt evaporation ponds in their existing conditions.

According to the Shorebird Plan, San Diego Bay supports a greater percentage
of the 13 shorebird species examined than any other sites on the west coast of
the United States except Humboldt and San Francisco Bays in fall and winter

Response to Comment

10.7 Comment noted.

10.8  The Shorebird Conservation Plan and the species identified in the
Plan that occur within the Refuge are addressed in Section 3.4.1.3
(page 3-34) of the draft CCP/EIS. Birds of Conservation Concern
are discussed in Section 3.4.7.1 of the draft CCP/EIS, and the Birds
of Conservation Concern supported within the San Diego Bay NWR
are listed in Table 3-14. The importance of the habitats within the
South San Diego Bay Unit for shorebirds is addressed in Section
2.3.5.2 under Objectives 1.3, 1.4, 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4.

The goals and objectives for the Sweetwater Marsh and South San
Diego Bay Units are consistent with the following goals of the
Southern Pacific Shorebird Conservation Plan (Hickey et al. 2003):

For tidal wetlands - 1) restore tidal flats and marshes, particularly
in San Francisco Bay and on the southern California coast, 2)
enhance tidal action in existing wetlands as needed, 3) reduce
sedimentation from alteration of wetland watersheds, and 4) limit
human disturbance to shorebirds in all seasons; and

For managed wetlands — 1) improve the value of existing managed
wetlands by expanding wetland management strategies that
benefit shorebirds, 2) restore additional wetlands to support
migrating, wintering, and breeding populations, and 3) retain and
manage a sufficient amount of salt ponds and other shallow open
water habitat to support shorebird populations.

10.9  The designation of this site as a Western Hemisphere Shorebird
Reserve Network Site is addressed in Section 3.4.1.3 of the draft
CCP/EIS and the use of the ponds by shorebirds is described in
detail in Section 3.4.4.1 (Migratory Birds) of the draft CCP/EIS.

10.10 Comment noted.
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and is exceeded only by San Francisco Bay and two sites in Washington in
spring. It is this with which the Service proposes to experiment.

The Shorebird Plan acknowledges the high value of salt evaporation systems
which tend to replicate natural salt panne in their function for shorebirds. (Salt
panne is not identified in the discussion of historic habitat distribution and loss for
San Diego Bay in the South Bay Refuge draft plan and continues to be treated as
a non-productive habitat as exhibited by the excavation of some of the very little
salt panne on San Diego Bay at Emory Cove in the name of restoration.)

The Shorebird Plan also acknowledges that the threatened western snowy plover
relies heavily on salt pond habitat. In intertidal zones, snowy plovers require
either an unmanicured rack line or a broad expanse of shallow mudflat for
foraging. This species occurs only with extreme rarity in the narrow intertidal
zone that skirts most of San Diego Bay. The effects of implementation of
Alternatives C or D of the South Bay segment have unidentified consequences
for the plover.

BIOLOGICAL QUESTIONS
The proposal raises several questions related to biology as follows:

1. If the hydrology of the ponds was modified and the Spartina foliosa
planted
adjacent to the levees, would the birds that currently utilize the levees for
nesting remain since their convenient forage areas would be altered?

2. Would the planting of Spartina foliosa adjacent to the levees create a
haven for predators that might have better access to the bird colonies?

3. Would concentrating the brine-based ponds closer to Interstate 5 affect
their use by breeding and migratory birds?

4. s this proposal taking into account information from Zedler that describes
the difficulty in growing Spartina foliosa since it is dependent upon a
number of factors such as soil type and nutrients in addition to soil
elevation?

5. Would creation of additional breeding pads increase the likelihood of the
waterbirds nesting there?

6. Would the new hydrologic regime established under the preferred
alternative become a management nightmare since it would require
continued maintenance to insure appropriate levels of salinity and to
prevent it from becoming a hyper-saline condition with no habitat value?

10.11

10.12

Response to Comment

The salt ponds in San Diego Bay provide important foraging and
resting habitat for an abundant and diverse array of birds, however,
we do not agree that they represent disturbed natural habitat.
Historic maps of San Diego Bay prepared by the U.S. Coast and
Geodetic Survey in 1859 (refer to Figure 3-3 in the draft CCP/EILS)
indicate that the southern shoreline of San Diego Bay was bordered
by a broad band of intertidal mudflats. To the south of the mudflats
was an extensive salt marsh system laced with meandering tidal
channels and several freshwater drainages. Some salt pan habitat
and possibly a few natural salt ponds may have occurred within the
salt marsh system, but based on the details provided on this and
other historic maps, it is unlikely that these habitats were very
extensive in this area. The salt ponds therefore do not reflect the
quality of habitat that once occurred here.

Masero (2003) defines these types of solar salt ponds as
“anthropogenic habitats,” which “can provide alternative or
complementary feeding habitat for waterbirds.” Studies indicate
that salt ponds are important feeding habitats for many species of
shorebirds, but the importance of this habitat varies among species.
Masero (2003) notes that foraging opportunities in salt ponds are not
suitable for all of the species supported by natural intertidal
habitats. To provide high quality foraging habitat for an array of
species, the Service is proposing to restore portions of the salt ponds
to the historic habitats of intertidal mudflat and coastal salt marsh,
while retaining other ponds as managed water areas to support
species that favor the brine invertebrates present in the current
system.

This statement from the Shorebird Plan addresses western snowy
plover use in San Francisco Bay (see page 30 of the Shorebird Plan);
where about 10% of the U.S. Pacific coast population of the snowy
plover breeds (Hickey et al. 2003). Unfortunately, as stated on page
3-76 of the draft CCP/EIS, despite regular nesting of snowy plovers
on the levees in South San Diego Bay, the number of nests is
generally low and fledgling success is poor.
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Since 1999, an average of 1.8 snowy plover nests per year have been
observed at the salt works, with a total of two plover nests observed
in 2004 and a high of four nests observed in 2005 (Patton pers.
comm.).

The proposals in Alternatives C and D, which would provide
additional nesting habitat within the salt pond complex and
enhanced access from nesting areas to appropriate foraging areas,
are intended to improve habitat quality for snowy plovers. Under
both alternatives, the following habitat goals from the Shorebird
Plan have been addressed: 1) manage some amount of salt ponds,
especially at San Francisco Bay, Monterey Bay, and San Diego Bay,
specifically for nesting, feeding, and roosting shorebirds, including
some to be managed specifically for nesting Snowy Plovers, as
recommended in the Snowy Plover Draft Recovery Plan; 2) maintain
public closures of Snowy Plover nesting areas during the breeding
season; 3) continue to manage non-native and native mammalian and
avian predators to limit predation of the eggs and chicks of the
Snowy Plover; and 4) use fencing and exclosures to protect Snowy
Plover nests from egg predators when necessary. Actions to be
implemented under Alternative D to enhance nesting and foraging
opportunities for western snowy plovers, as presented in Sections
2.3.2 and 2.3.5.2 of the draft CPP/EIS, include enhancing nesting
substrate on the salt pond levees, recontouring the slopes of the
levees to improve access to foraging areas along the edges of the
levees, and controlling water levels in Pond 20 or other suitable pond
during the nesting season to provide new opportunities for plover
nesting.

10.13  Section 4.4.2.3.1 of the draft CCP/EIS describes the potential effects
to colonial nesting seabirds of breaching the levees. With the
exception of the gull-billed tern, the seabirds that nest on the levees
prey primarily on fish found within the bay and adjacent ocean.
They also forage to a lesser extent for fish that have become trapped
within Ponds 10 and 11. None of these seabirds rely on brine
invertebrates for any significant portion of their diet.
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Introducing tidal flows into the ponds would actually increase
foraging opportunities for these birds in proximity to their nesting
habitat. Section 4.4.2.3.1 of the Final CCP/EIS has been revised to
include a discussion of the potential effects of pond restoration on
American avocet and black-necked stilts, which also nest within the
salt ponds.

10.14 Currently, mammalian predators can and do access the nesting
areas via the existing levee system, as well as via the Otay River
either by swimming across the narrow channel or by walking across
the channel during low tide. Avian predators are also present. Both
are controlled when deemed appropriate. Restoration would
however improve access for mammalian predators, particularly
during low tide, and would provide additional foraging habitat for
potential predators such as northern harriers. Increased
accessibility to the levees by predators is acknowledged in Section
4.4.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS. Actions, such as continuing to
implement predator management, installing new fencing around the
perimeter of the salt pond complex, design new nesting areas in a
manner that reduces accessibility from mammalian predators, and
implementing a monitoring and adaptive management program to
record and address any increases in predator activity within the
restored areas, have all been incorporated into the preferred
alternative in an effort to minimize the effects of predation on
ground nesting birds within the South San Diego Bay Unit.

10.15 The eastern edge of the Refuge, which is separated from the I-5
right-of-way by approximately 820 feet, is much lower in elevation
than the distant freeway; therefore, the proximity of the ponds to I-5
is not expected to have any effect on breeding or migratory birds.

10.16 As described in Sections 2.3.2.3, 2.3.2.4, and 4.3.2.3.1 of the draft
CCP/EIS, sediment analysis would be conducted during subsequent
detailed restoration planning to ensure that the characteristics of the
sediments present or to be added to the various restoration areas
would support future restoration per the findings of Zedler, Nordby,
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and others who have successfully restore salt marsh habitat in
southern California coastal areas.

10.17 Enhancing and expanding nesting habitat within the salt works is
expected to improve nesting conditions for all of the seabirds that
nest along the levees. The provision of new nesting habitat
elsewhere along the southern California coast has proved to be
beneficial to several species of terns. In addition, managing some
salt ponds for western snowy plover nesting is a priority
conservation action included in the Southern Pacific Shorebird
Conservation Plan (Hickey et al. 2003).

10.18  As discussed in Section 2.3.2.4 (page 2-93) of the draft CCP/EIS,
additional modeling and analysis of the water management and brine
management areas would be conducted during subsequent step-
down planning. In addition, a water management plan would be
prepared to establish the operating, maintenance, and monitoring
activities and associated costs required to maintain the managed
water systems. Prior to implementing this aspect of the restoration
proposal, funding adequate to maintain the system for the life of the
project would be identified. Water management to support the
habitat needs of fish and wildlife has been and continues to be a
common management practice on various refuges throughout the
National Wildlife Refuge System.
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7. The purpose of carrying out Preferred Alternative D for the South San
Diego Bay Unit is unclear. Though it may be a noble cause to generate
more habitat for Light-footed clapper rail, how do we know that dredging
and recontouring the ponds and planting cordgrass if successful would
provide more habitat that would be used by the rails? Even if it was
certain that this proposal would increase Light-footed clapper rail habitat
and populations, is it appropriate to change the dynamics of the Salt
Works to the detriment of thousands of nesting waterbirds including the
endangered and threatened California least tern and Snowy plover?

The document fails to answer these questions. In fact, the document uses
shocking statements such as, “There is not sufficient data available to predict

how this shift in prey availability might affect the avian diversity and abundance in

San Diego Bay (page 4-91)" referring to the effect the proposal may have on
invertebrate food sources. While the continuous and extensive level of
excavation and construction over a series of years associated with Preferred
Alternative D would displace breeding birds, this statement in the document
indicates that the overall negative effects of the preferred project are
unknown when in reality the impacts would be enormous. The purpose of the

National Wildlife Refuge branch of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is to protect

the priceless natural resources that occur in this region. Implementation of this
proposal would be a violation of that purpose.

BASIC ISSUES

1. Federal and State Endangered Species Acts

The California least tem is listed as endangered under the Federal and State
Endangered Species Acts and the Snowy plover is listed as threatened under

the Federal Endangered Species Act. This document and plan does not
account for insuring the protection of those species. In fact, as indicated
above, modification of the terrain in the location of the salt works would likely

displace these birds at least temporarily and probably permanently in violation

of the Acts. Further, information conceming the impacts of such habitat

modification has not been adequately defined or analyzed, thus rendering the

EIS inadequate. The document should be revised to provide the information
noted in the comments under Section A. above.

2. Migratory Bird Treaty Act
The birds that breed on the levees in the South San Diego Bay are included

on the Migratory Bird Treaty Act list of Migratory Birds. The Migratory Bird
Treaty Act prohibits any taking of listed birds, nests or eggs. For birds such

as Elegant terns that utilize the same nests year after year, this disturbance is

of particular importance. The assertion in the Tables in Section 4, that
implementation of alternatives C or D will have essentially no adverse effects

10.19

10.20

Response to Comment

As stated in the goals for this Refuge Unit in Sections 1.8.2.2. and
2.3.5.2 of the draft CCP/EIS, the purpose of carrying out Alternative
D is to protect, manage, enhance, and restore native habitats to
benefit native fish, wildlife, and plants supported within the South
San Diego Bay Unit, to support the recovery and protection the
listed species that occur here, and to provide high quality foraging
and breeding habitat for migratory and resident avifauna. The
Refuge was established to conserve listed species; therefore, the
actions included within the CCP must be consistent with this
purpose. It is our intent to enhance and restore habitat for listed
species, while also providing habitat to maintain a diverse and
abundant array of avian species within the Refuge. Final restoration
plans would include monitoring and adaptive management
components to ensure that all of the objectives presented in the CCP
are being achieved (refer to Appendix D in the Final CCP/EIS).

This CCP/EIS is intended to present a program level analysis of the
various management alternatives considered for implementation. As
a result of this analysis, a number of uncertainties and knowledge
gaps were identified that will require further study and
consideration before final restoration plans are completed.
Following approval of the CCP, work will begin to address these
uncertainties and develop more comprehensive baseline data. Some
of the data to be obtained includes updated species abundance,
diversity, and use patterns within the salt ponds; sediment
characterization and groundwater and surface water chemistry in
the salt ponds and Otay River floodplain, and hydrologic modeling of
tidal flow within the salt ponds following breaching. This and other
information will enable the planning team to refine the restoration
strategies and develop the applied studies to be incorporated into a
monitoring and adaptive management program. Appendix D (CCP
Implementation) has been revised to include detailed information
regarding the steps to be completed in developing a final
engineering and restoration plan as proposed under Alternative D.
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We do not agree that the proposal to restore many of the salt ponds
to tidal influence would result in significant adverse effects. An
assessment of the impacts expected to result from the conversion of
the salt ponds to intertidal habitat is provided in Sections 4.4.2.3.1
and 4.4.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS. By implementing the strategies
presented in the CCP, we believe the goals and objectives for the
Refuge will be achieved and as such would be consistent with the
mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System and the purposes for
which the Refuge was established.

10.21  The goals, objectives, and strategies for ensuring the protection of
the endangered California least tern and threatened western snowy
plover are presented in Section 2.3.5.2 of the draft CCP/EIS. We do
not agree that the restoration proposals for the salt ponds would
result in the displacement of least terns and snowy plovers from this
site. Rather, the actions included under this alternative are
expected to improve nesting success for these species as a result of
improved nesting habitat and better access to foraging areas. Refer
also to Response 10.20 above. (The comment letter does not include
a Section A; therefore, we are unable to respond to the last sentence
in this portion of the letter.)

10.22  The development of these alternatives and the impact analysis
related to biological resources that is included in the draft CCP/EIS
were coordinated with the Migratory Birds and Ecological Services
Programs of the Service to ensure consistency with the Endangered
Species Act and the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, as well as other
relevant regulations and policies related to fish and wildlife.
Although some of the strategies to be implemented under
Alternative D focus on protection and recovery of listed species,
which is consistent with the purpose of the Refuge, this alternative
also proposes to retain those aspects of the salt ponds that support
various migratory birds and nesting seabirds.
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to any waterbirds except possibly Eared grebes and Red-necked phalaropes
is naive at best and unsubstantiated by the document and existing data. To
dismiss wholesale change to the environment of so many migratory bird
species as of no significance and the acknowledged loss of local populations
of two migratory bird species as of little consequence would seem to fly in the
face of any protections afforded by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act and
jeopardize not only the bird populations but the regulatory protections on
which their well-being relies. The draft EIS fails to provide any analysis or
discussion of compliance with the Migratory Bird Treaty Act or to identify
impacts to the species. The document should be revised to address impacts
to the birds protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, and provisions or
project changes added to mitigate any identified impacts.

3. Multiple Species Conservation Program Plan

A number of species that would be affected by the project are covered under
the County's, the City of San Diego's and City of Chula Vista’s Multiple
Species Conservation Program plans. These species include the Elegant
tern, California least tern, Snowy plover, Light-footed clapper rail, and
Belding's savannah sparrow. The effects of the proposal, while arguably
intended to benefit the clapper rail, would likely result in the elimination of the
breeding location for the Elegant tern. This could result in an adverse affect
on the Multiple Species Conservation Programs that were the culmination of
nearly a decade of work between the two Cities, the County, and the State of
California and Federal Wildlife Agencies. The permits obtained by the County
and cities under their respective MSCP’s relied on coverage of the species by
looking to the preservation proposed under the plan, and preservation that
was already taking place, including the project location. In fact, under the
take permit the County obtained for its MSCP Special Terms and Conditions
were included addressing certain species. The following conditions apply to
species located in the project area that would be affected by the proposed
project:

Light-footed clapper rail No harm, harassment or lethal take authorized.

Elegant tern No harm, harassment, or lethal take
authorized.

Human disturbance of active nests must be
avoided.

Incidental take during the breeding season
associated with maintenance/removal of
levees/dikes is not authorized except as
specifically approved on a case-by-case basis
by the Service and California Dept. of Fish
and Game.

10.23

Response to Comment

The potential outcomes of implementing restoration within the salt
ponds are presented in the draft CCP/EIS at the program-level. As
additional baseline data is obtained and additional analysis is
conducted in association with detailed engineering and restoration
planning, the potential outcomes will become more defined. To
ensure that the objectives established for the Refuge that relate to
endangered species, migratory birds, and colonial nesting seabirds
(all of which are presented in Section 2.3.5.2 of the draft CCP/EIS)
are achieved, monitoring and adaptive management will be an
integral part of this restoration proposal.

As stated in Response 10.21 above, we do not agree that the
implementation of Alternative D would adversely affect listed
species. In fact, the strategies proposed for achieving the Refuge
goals and objectives are intended to improve conditions for these
species consistent with the recommendations included in each
species’ approved recovery plan.

With respect to elegant terns, it is the intent of Alternative D to
maintain the isolated nature of the salt works and expand and
improve potential nesting sites for this and other species of ground
nesting birds within this area. The proposal would also provide new
fisheries habitat in proximity to these nesting areas, ensure the
continued presence of open ground with substrate suitable for
nesting, provide for predator management, and preserve
unrestricted visual access from the levees into the surrounding area.
As identified in the draft CCP/EIS in Section 4.4.2.3, there is
insufficient information available to state with certainty how salt
pond restoration might affect the elegant tern and other colonial
nesting seabirds that breed on the salt pond levees. However, those
characteristics of the salt works that we believe have attracted these
birds to the salt pond levees (isolation, appropriate nesting
substrate, and unrestricted visibility) would be maintained and in
some cases enhanced. Further, observations of seabird nesting
elsewhere in coastal California indicate that several of these species,
including elegant terns and California least terns, are successfully
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California least tern No harm, harassment, or lethal take
authorized.

Human disturbance of active nests must be
avoided.

Incidental take during the breeding season
associated with maintenance/removal of
levees/dikes is not authorized except as
specifically approved on a case-by-case basis
by the Service and California Dept. of Fish
and Game.

Western Snowy Plover No harm, harassment, or lethal take
authorized.

Human disturbance of active nests must be
avoided.

Incidental take during the breeding season
associated with maintenance/removal of
levees/dikes is not authorized except as
specifically approved on a case-by-case basis
by the Service and California Dept. of Fish
and Game.

The take authorizations and Biological Opinions were premised on the
protection of these species and the prohibitions contained in these Special
Terms and Conditions. Any proposed changes to these conditions would
require a new, supplemental Biological Opinion and analysis of the effect on
the County and Cities' MSCP Plans.

Furthermore, any proposal that would jeopardize the Endangered Species Act
permits, the Implementing Agreements, and the Biological Opinions would
frustrate the local agencies’ ability to carry out their plans and should be
required to be coordinated with the Cities of San Diego and Chula Vista and
the County.

4. Department of Interior Policy

From August 29 through 31 of this year, a White House conference on
Cooperative Conservation was held in Saint Louis. Secretary of Interior Gale
Norton took a prominent role in the orchestration of the conference. During
the conference, examples of cooperative conservation were discussed and a
series of workshops were held discussing approaches to increase
cooperative conservation at all levels. The conference discussion included
what are referred to as Secretary Norton's four C's "Conversation,
Consultation, Cooperation in service of Conservation.” The process utilized
to generate this proposal -- and in particular the preferred project - did not
conform to the policies and direction given by Secretary Norton.

10.24

Response to Comment

nesting in areas that are not surrounded by open water. The intent
of Alternative D is to ensure the continued nesting of seabirds and
shorebirds at the salt works prior to, during, and after restoration.
The effects of restoration on these and other avian species will
continue to be considered during the development and
implementation of a phased restoration plan.

Under the Multiple Species Conservation Plan, the County of San
Diego currently has no take authorization for California least tern,
western snowy plover, or elegant tern. This is because the habitats
that support these species are not located within the County’s
Subarea Plan boundary. Therefore, any effects to these species are
outside the County’s control and would have no effect on the
County’s Implementing Agreement or Biological Opinion. Further,
it is not the intent of this CCP to cause any take of these species, as
described above.

Prior to the implementation of any restoration, the project will
undergo internal Section 7 review to ensure that the project will not
jeopardize the recovery of any listed species.

The public involvement component of the CCP process for the San
Diego Bay NWR included numerous public meetings, opportunities
to provide comments through public workshops and on-line at the
CCP webpage, and an extended public comment period for the draft
document. A summary of the public outreach program is provided in
Section 5.2.1 of the draft CCP/EIS. It should also be noted that the
public involvement component of the CCP process will continue
beyond the completion of the Final CCP/EIS to include step-down
planning for the development of detailed restoration plans, as well as
for the various public use proposals included within the CCP.
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5. Fatal Flaws in the Proposed Document

The fact that the document fails to disclose the full impact of the preferred
project and its alternatives is a fatal procedural flaw. More data is needed to
fully describe the existing conditions in the Salt Works. The discussion of the
No Project Alternative is also insufficient. Without a complete assessment of
the existing conditions and a complete analysis of the ultimate impacts of the
Preferred Alternative D, the document is legally inadequate and the project
cannot proceed. Furthermore, there is inadequate discussion of mitigation
due to the fact that the impacts are not adequately analyzed. In fact, with a
resource this valuable, it is questionable that adequate mitigation could be
attained. A project cannot move forward until potentially significant impacts
are adequately addressed, analyzed, and mitigated. The County is quite
certain that the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service would not have accept a
document with this many flaws if it was prepared by another agency or
jurisdiction.

SPECIFIC ISSUES

1. The report fails to provide the best available science regarding the existing
conditions in the area. The species discussed in the report and in this
letter are only a subset of those that utilize the area. A large amount of
breeding and other bird data exists for the South San Diego Bay that is not
reflected in the document.

2. The amount of excavation and earth movement that would be required to
implement the plan can only be considered a very rough estimate. Before
the project can procedurally move foreword, it is necessary to generate a
more complete set of data regarding these aspects of the proposal.

3. The last line of page 2-85 states that the preferred alternative maximizes
opportunities for habitat restoration, reflects the need to restore sensitive
coastal habitats within San Diego Bay while maintaining the aspects of the
existing salt pond system that support nesting seabirds and migratory
birds. This cannot be substantiated according to statements within the
document regarding the effect of the change in prey for the species.

4. While one of the goals of the recovery plan for the Light-footed clapper rail
may have been to restore areas of cordgrass in San Diego Bay, it is not
correct to assume that it should be done at the expense of major breeding
colonies for other birds, including endangered and threatened species.

5. With the existing salt works operation, the hydrologic system is self-
contained and self-managing. The preferred project 