Draft Compatibility Determination

Title

Draft Compatibility Determination for Salton Sea Management Program Phase I: 10-
Year Plan Project (Proposed Project) Implementation, Sonny Bono Salton Sea National
Wildlife Refuge

Refuge Use Category

Rights of Way

Refuge Use Type(s)

Levee Right of Way; Flowage easements

Refuge

Sonny Bono Salton Sea National Wildlife Refuge

Refuge Purpose(s) and Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies)

" ... as arefuge and breeding ground for birds and wild animals;" Executive Order 5498
in 1930

" ... for use as an inviolate sanctuary, or for any other management purpose for
migratory birds;" Migratory Bird Treaty Act (16 U.S.C., Section 715d)

" ... for the management and control of migratory waterfowl and other wildlife;" Lea
Act 0f 1948 (16 U.S.C. § 695)

“... for the development, advancement, management, conservation, and protection of
fish and wildlife resources ...” 16 U.S.C. § 742f(a)(4) “... for the benefit of the United
States Fish and Wildlife Service, in performing its activities and services. Such
acceptance may be subject to the terms of any restrictive or affirmative covenant, or
condition of servitude, if such terms are deemed by the Secretary to be in accordance
with law and compatible with the purpose for which acceptance is sought.” 16 U.S.C. §
7421(b)(1)

National Wildlife Refuge System Mission

The mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System, otherwise known as Refuge



System, is to administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation,
management, and where appropriate, restoration of the fish, wildlife,and plant
resources and their habitats within the United States for the benefit of present and
future generations of Americans (Pub. L. 105-57; 111 Stat. 1252).

Description of Use

Is this an existing use?

No

What is the use?

The Proposed Project includes creation and enhancement of aquatic habitat ponds
and wetlands, and dust suppression projects which may include planting and
enhancement of native vegetation. The number, types, and locations of aquatic
habitat and dust suppression projects would be based on location and availability of a
water supply, suitable soils, landscape /habitat compatibility, and the amount of
emissions from the exposed lakebed. United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS)
has jurisdiction over activities occurring within the boundaries of the Sonny Bono
Salton Sea National Wildlife Refuge (Refuge), therefore, actions, such as those related
to habitat restoration, dust suppression, and /or the extension of pipelines or access
roads through Refuge lands, would require a special use permit.

Between 10,790 and 19,062 acres of aquatic habitat restoration projects are analyzed
for coverage as part of the Proposed Project. Aquatic habitat restoration activities
would include the construction of aquatic habitat ponds and wetlands. The 10,790
acres represent the minimum planned habitat acreage of 14,900 acres minus the
already approved 4,110-acre Species Conservation Habitat (SCH) Project currently
under development. The high end of the range, 19,062 acres, represents the total
amount of aquatic habitat that could be created.

Up to 14,900 acres of dust suppression and vegetation enhancement projects may be
built. This acreage maximum represents half of the minimum total project area. Most
dust suppression projects are water dependent to support initial growth of native
vegetation and would also need some water supplies. The dust suppression projects
would use surface water sources where these are available; areas with extremely
limited surface water sources in proximity would involve the development of
groundwater wells as a water supply. Waterless dust suppression techniques would
also be used as a proactive measure to limit potential emissions from exposed lakebed
areas.



Is the use a priority public use?

No

Where would the use be conducted?

The Proposed Project would be implemented at various locations, including refuge
lands, around the perimeter of the Salton Sea (Sea) in Riverside and Imperial counties.
Up to an approximately 6,850-acre Aquatic Habitat Restoration Opportunity Area is
proposed for aquatic habitat ponds near the outlet of the New River, surrounding the
existing Species Conservation Habitat Project.

When would the use be conducted?

Construction of habitat projects would begin in areas of exposed or projected to be
exposed lakebed near water sources and would move downslope as the Sea recedes
and more lakebed surfaces with potentially emissive dust becomes exposed over
time. Construction of habitat and dust suppression projects in areas that are
projected to become dry exposed lakebed, but are currently under water, may begin
when portions of those areas are still wet, but still have enough access to allow
equipment to operate.

How would the use be conducted?

The New River Expansion Project would be similar in nature to the planned habitat
within the SCH Project, including both shallow- and deep-water brackish and saline
habitat. Water from the SCH ponds could be released down gradient to the expanded
area and likely be combined with water directly from the New River and saltwater
pumped from the Salton Sea. The expanded area could run west and north in the
direction of the former Salton Sea Navy Test Base, east toward Red Hill Bay, and down
slope toward elevations lower than the SCH Project. Like the SCH Project, the
proposed expansion habitat area would be designed and constructed with a series of
berms to form tiers of ponds and include multiple islands designed for bird use.

The islands would be constructed by excavating and mounding existing lakebed
sediments to create a low-profile embankment approximately 1 to 4 feet above the
waterline and covered with appropriate substrate for the targeted species. The
islands may also be constructed by mounding sediments to create a tall profile (up to
10 feet) and armored with riprap to create rocky terraces. Nesting islands would be
designed to be compatible with the habitat needs of waterbird chicks. An alternative
to this island habitat technique could be constructing islands that would float on the
aquatic habitat pond’s surface, rather than using conventional excavation and
placement of lakebed sediment. Floating islands could be made of mats of vegetation



or human-made floating objects.

Snags or other vertical structures may be installed in the ponds to provide roosting or
nesting sites. Options for such structures include dead branches or artificial
branching structures mounted on power poles. They would be optional pond
features, depending on presence of existing snags and roosts, availability of materials,
and cost feasibility.

Swales or channels would be excavated through the middle of aquatic habitat ponds
to the exterior berm approximately 2 to 4 feet below the surface of the pond bottom
and approximately 20 to 150 feet wide. The channels would be sloped toward the
exterior berm to be self-draining if a pond’s water level were lowered or the pond
were emptied for emergency purposes. The width of the swales would be greater
depending on soil conditions and the need to prevent sloughing of soil into the
channel during pond operation.

Why is this use being proposed or reevaluated?

Inflows to the Salton Sea have been lower than annual loss of lake volume through
evaporation for much of the last decade and have resulted in higher salinity and a
continuous decline in lake surface area, affecting many of the approximately 400
species of birds that use the Sea. Increased salinity has eliminated most of the fish
species that once thrived at the Sea, leaving a declining population of non-native
tilapia to support piscivorous birds. As the Sea continues to become more saline,
there is a need to create aquatic habitat with suitable environmental conditions to
support fish populations that provide forage for piscivorous birds. Moreover, the
restoration of aquatic habitat would also address the need of protecting and
conserving the endangered desert pupfish (Cyprinodon macularis) by creating
pupfish habitat and enhancing connectivity among pupfish populations as the Sea
becomes unsuitable.

In addition to the ecological decline resulting from the receding Sea, fugitive dust
emissions from the exposed lakebed contribute to poor air quality and can affect
human health. In the region surrounding the Salton Sea, wind-blown dust originates
from a variety of land types, including the desert and agricultural lands, and leads to
high levels of PM10 in the air. Exposure to PM10 increases the risks to humans,
especially children and the elderly, of developing long-term lung issues and diseases
(like asthma) (USEPA 2003). This area met state and federal PM10 air quality standards
for 54 percent of the days in 2019 (CARB 2021). As more of the Sea lakebed becomes
exposed in the future, additional emissions of fine particulate matter are predicted.
This may lead to an increase in the severity of dust events and the number of days the
region is not in attainment of National Ambient Air Quality Standards. Consequently,
the Proposed Project is needed to reduce the amount of emissive exposed lakebed.



Availability of Resources

Costs are primarily for oversight as the Salton Sea Management Program (SSMP)
Team would be responsible for funding the construction as well as all operations and
maintenance of the Proposed Project. Existing U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (Service)
resources are adequate to administer this right-of-way and allow its construction and
operation to extend onto Refuge lands.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use

Potential impacts of a proposed use on the refuge's purpose(s) and the
Refuge System mission

The Refuge was established to protect and manage habitat to support migratory
birds, particularly waterfowl, and other wildlife. Below is a description of the
anticipated short and long-term impacts of the Proposed Project on priority
vegetation communities, fish, and wildlife. The Department of the Army Final
Environmental Assessment and Combined Decision Document for the State of
California’s Salton Sea Management Program Phase [: 10-Year Plan (U.S. Army Corps
of Engineers 2024) and Biological Opinion (issued as part of) Formal and Informal
Section 7 Consultation for the Salton Sea 10-Year Management Program (U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service 2023) are incorporated by reference. Both documents may be
consulted for a more detailed explanation of anticipated impacts from the Proposed
Project.

Short-term impacts

Project construction and operation could cause a temporary disturbance or
permanent loss of riparian habitat and /or sensitive habitat in limited areas to support
Project infrastructure or other elements. Project construction activities could result
in removal of riparian habitat, classified as either tamarisk woodland, tamarisk scrub,
or desert wash woodland, that occurs adjacent to the rivers and drains, and /or
sensitive habitat, classified as open water, herbaceous wetland, or managed wetlands,
depending on the amount of excavation for material to construct the projects. For
areas to be inundated by the ponds or where structures would be placed (e.g., access
roadways along the river berms, river water intake), the loss would be permanent.
Riparian habitat would be disturbed or temporarily removed for construction of the
water delivery pipelines and berms separating the river from the ponds. A small
amount of native vegetation, e.g., desert wash woodland, could be affected by
construction.

Project construction and operation could have minor effects on common fish (native



and non-native) and wildlife species. Some aquatic organisms could be entrained with
water diverted from river diversions and end up in sedimentation basins and aquatic
habitat ponds. Since these are freshwater species, many would survive in
sedimentation basins, but none are expected to survive in the aquatic habitat ponds,
which would be managed at target salinities from 20 to 40 ppt. River flow
downstream of any diversions would be reduced which would also reduce the amount
(volume) of aquatic habitat. Loss of some individuals or habitat for non-native species
would not adversely affect their populations in New, Alamo, or Whitewater rivers, and
effects would be minor and short-term. The Proposed Project would generally benefit
aquatic species, but some water quality instabilities could occur in some of the ponds,
which could affect aquatic organisms. Nutrient loads in river water would sustain
high primary productivity (primarily phytoplankton) to support invertebrates and fish.
As a result, DO in aquatic habitat ponds could become low at times, such as near
dawn, due to respiration of all organisms present. Water temperatures are also
expected to fluctuate in shallow ponds on a daily and seasonal basis with thermal
stratification occurring at times. The lower thermal and DO tolerances for fish may be
exceeded under certain environmental conditions, but not necessarily at the same
time, resulting in fish kills that reduce the population size in the ponds where this
phenomenon occurs. The lower DO tolerance for some benthic invertebrate species
that provide food for fish may also be exceeded at times in some locations, primarily
in the deeper portions of some ponds. The duration of such events is expected to be
short with rapid recovery of the fish and invertebrate populations. Effects on aquatic
species would be minor and short-term, but loss of adequate fish for forage could
affect piscivorous birds that rely on the ponds for forage.

Construction and maintenance activities could affect the following special-status bird
species that may be present within the Project footprint through direct habitat
disturbance and human presence. Individuals immediately adjacent to Project
activities could also be affected by noise. Noise has been documented to adversely
affect avian reproduction, and thus, construction noise and activity, if adjacent to
areas occupied by nesting birds, could result in nesting failure if such activities occur
during the breeding season. In addition, potential impacts to local bird populations
could occur from collision with and electrocution from above-ground power lines
that may need to be installed to supply power to project facilities (e.g., pumps,
maintenance buildings). In addition, predation by ravens or other perching predators,
facilitated by above-ground power lines, could adversely affect local native species,
including local bird populations and flat-tailed horned lizards that have not evolved
with perching predators.

Long-term impacts

The use of drain water to expand and develop herbaceous wetlands could result in
adverse effects to wildlife using these wetlands due to bioaccumulation of water
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quality constituents of concern. Under the Proposed Project, there are a range of
wetland project areas that could use drain water as a water source. The Proposed
Project could result in bioaccumulation of constituents of concern (including
selenium) when agricultural drain waters are used as the primary water source for
habitat.

Project operation would provide habitat for desert pupfish and several special-status
bird species. The aquatic habitat ponds would provide habitat for desert pupfish,
since salinity in the Sea generally exceeds their tolerance, except in areas that are
under the influence of fresher water inflows. Isolated populations would remain
where the drains and tributaries (rivers and several streams) enter the Sea, but the
Proposed Project ponds would provide between 10,790 and 19,062 acres of pond
habitat with suitable water quality. Within ponds, desert pupfish could become
established in areas that support suitable habitat including extensive shallow areas 2
to 3 feet deep with food, cover, and structure for desert pupfish and invertebrates
they prey upon, and a range of salinities. In addition, the interception canals would
provide connectivity between the desert pupfish populations within individual
agricultural drains. Connectivity between these populations has been lost as the
Salton Sea shoreline habitat has become too saline to support desert pupfish and the
drains no longer reach the Sea. Habitat connectivity between agricultural drains and
habitat creation at the end of drain connections would provide habitat for desert
pupfish.

The aquatic habitat ponds are specifically designed to attract common and special-
status aquatic bird species, and the habitat provided would include the shallow water
they require for foraging, a food source, and constructed islands that would provide
predator protection for nesting upon completion of construction, which would
increase the amount of habitat for these species. The addition of islands protected
from predators and a food source for piscivorous birds is a beneficial effect of the
Project.

Increasing salinity in the Sea may result in changes to the invertebrate food base for
bird species during the Project. If, under the No Action Alternative conditions, the
increased salinity changes the prey base and the food source is unsuitable, the Project
would have a beneficial effect on some bird species by providing foraging
opportunities that may not exist under the No Action Alternative.

Project construction and operation could benefit common fish (native and non-
native) and wildlife species. The Proposed Project would benefit fish and aquatic
invertebrates by restoring habitat that is more managed than the Sea’s and with
salinity near that of seawater. Aquatic habitat ponds would be specifically designed
for piscivorous birds, and habitat within the ponds would include the shallow water
they require for foraging, a food source, and constructed islands that provide



predator protection for resting and nesting. The number of fish available for these
birds would increase as the fish populations in the ponds develop and stabilize, and
fish density should be higher than prior to Proposed Project construction. Providing
forage fish as conditions in the Sea exceed the tolerance of fish currently present and
the addition of islands protected from predators are beneficial effects of the Project.
Vegetation enhancement projects would also provide additional habitat types such as
vegetated cover, shade, and snags for common wildlife species.

Public Review and Comment

This CD will be available for public review from May 9 through May 24 on the Refuge
website.

Public comment has already been received on the Proposed Project, including review
of the draft Environmental Assessment for the Salton Sea Management Plan 10-year
Plan and associated public meetings, which took place in 2022.

Extensive public comments were received on the draft Environmental Assessment.
Responses to Public Comments on Draft EA are included in Appendix 1-H of the Final
Environmental Assessment.

Determination

Is the use compatible?

Yes

Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility

e The general and species-specific conservation measures will be implemented
during proposed project construction and operation activities to avoid and
minimize adverse effects on sensitive species and habitats are listed in the
Appendix 1 Environmental Analysis for Salton Sea Management Program Phase
1: 10-Year Plan.

e Mitigation measures associated environmental permits from regulatory
agencies (Endangered Species Act Section 7 Biological Opinion /Conference
Opinion; Clean Water Act Section 404 permit from U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers, etc.), and incorporated herein by reference.

e Permittee(s), designated representatives and associates shall comply with
terms and conditions within the Special Use Permit as provided by the Refuge
Manager. The SUP will provide terms and conditions to eliminate or reduce


https://www.fws.gov/refuge/sonny-bono-salton-sea/
https://www.fws.gov/refuge/sonny-bono-salton-sea/

impacts to Refuge resources.

o The Refuge Manager or designee may supervise permittee activities and can
suspend, modify, or terminate any recording should unacceptable, unforeseen,
or unexpected impacts or issues arise.

Justification

The proposed use of the Refuges will not materially interfere with or detract from the
refuge purposes or Refuge System mission. The action will result in overall beneficial
impacts on the Refuge, with only negligible adverse impacts to the human
environment. The action may increase non-native fish on Refuge lands; however,
these fish are common and considered to be naturalized within the Salton Sea
ecosystem and thus will not degrade the biodiversity and ecological integrity of the
Refuge. The action will increase biodiversity by providing forage habitat for piscivores
birds that have since been extirpated from the Salton Sea. The benefits to long-term
ecosystem health from the action will far outweigh any of the short-term adverse
impacts discussed in this document. In addition, the project will result in long-term
beneficial effects on most resources. As described, the Proposed Use supports the
purposes of Refuge and the mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System by
restoring and enhancing the Salton Sea ecosystems for the benefit of endangered
species and migratory birds.

Signature of Determination

Refuge Manager Signature and Date

Signature of Concurrence

Assistant Regional Director Signature and Date

Mandatory Reevaluation Date

2035
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