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DearMs. Diebolt

Thank you for your request foeinitiation offormal consultation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife

Service USFWS) pursuant tgection 7 of the Endangered Species Act of 1973 ($63J.1531

1544), as amended (E$AYour request was datddnuary28, 2016. At issue are impactsdh

may result froman expansion in scope ftite proposed Upper Gila RivEegetation
ManagemenProjectlocated inGraham CountyArizona. You concluded that the proposed

action fAmay af f ecaffecd itshd i kredandeor eadl veo stelh we st e
(Empidonax traillii extimus(SWFL) and its critical habitaand the threatened westerellow-

billed cuckoo Coccyzus americanuNYBC) and its proposed critical habitat.

In your letter you also determined the proposed project would not affecetidangered

razorback suckefyrauchen texanyduti may af f ect , natf flesckteal vy t o a
habitat. We remain inconcurencewith your determinatiosbased upon rationale provided in
Appendix A of our February 6, 2015 Biological Opiniohhis reinitiation addresses an

expansion of the original project area from approxetyab4 acres, to approximatehtlacres.
However, all other components of the proposed action remain the same. It should be noted that
many of theproposedillacres are dominated by native species and would only receive

selective removal of tamarisiendering a much smaller net increase in affected areerefore,

the basis for our concurrence of your determinations regarding the razorback sucker and its
critical habitat, as provided in Appendix A of our Februgr015 Biological Opiniomemains

valid and is incorporated hereiithus, we will not discuss the razorback sucker further in this
analysis
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This biological opinion and conference opini@based on information provided in the
November 20148Biological Assessment, ti#)14Riparian Restoation Framework for théJpper
Gila River in Arizona (Oret al. 2014) the 2015 Project Progress and Monitoring Report and
Addendum to the Biological Assessment for the Gila River Restoration Ptejephone
conversationsglectronic communicationandother sources of information. Literature cited in
this biologicaland conferencepinion is not a complete bibliography of all literature available
on the species of concenegetation managemeattivities includinghonnativevegetation
removaland itseffects, or on other subjects considered in this opinion. A complete
administrative record of this consultation is on filéhas office

CONSULTATION HISTORY

April 15, 2014:

July 28, 2014:

Septemberl?, 2014:

November20, 2014:

Decembe®, 2014:

Decemberll, 2014

Decembed?2, 2014

Technical assistance meeting witila Watershed Partnershi@\{\VpP),
USFWS, Walton Family Foundation (WFF), and others to disEG#s
permitting approaches for the projectrésearch and recovery,
10(a)(1)(A) permitvas discussed as one option

Technical assistance meeting with GWIS Army Corps of Engieers
(USACE), USFWS, WFF, and others to discuss the project, potential
vegetation managemesites, permitting approaches, and project
timeline. At this meeting, it was determined thatausea Section 404
permit would be needed for the project, ESA permitting could be more
readily accomplished via Section 7 consultation.

Technical assistance meeting with GWP, USFWS, WFF, and others to
discuss the project, permitting reqgments, and permitting timeline. At
this meeting, it was determined that the extentegfetation management
to be included in the permit applications would be limited to the
approximately 50 acres planned for the fixgar permit term to

streamline USAE and USFWS review and consultation, and facilitate
permit acquisition by December 2014/January 2015.

Technical assistance conference call with GWP, USFWS, and others to
discuss and identifyegetation managemesite work area extenthat

would maximize the amount gkgetation managemeiitat could occur
while minimizing potential impacts to SWFL nests.

Biological Assessment received from the USACE.

Technical assistance conference call with GWBWEFS, and USACE to
discuss the determinations in the Biological Assessment.

Email received from the USACE changing their effects determination for
theWYBC. The determination in thovember 2014 Biological
Assessment for thH&YBC was that the proposed projesayaffect,but
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January 14, 2015

December 31, 2015

Feb 6, 2015:

Aug 10, 2015:

January 28, 2016

March 14, 2016:

July 14, 2016:

is notlikely to adverselyaffect, WYBC or its proposecritical habitat.
The email received on December 12, 26 the USACE changed
their effects determination for tM#YBC to mayaffect,likely to
adverselyaffect for the species and iproposed critical habitat.

Phone call from USACE stating they did not want to receive a draft
biological opinion. Due to the GWiequesto start work immediately
the USACE requests that a drhiblogical opinion nobe provided

Project Progress and Monitoring Report received from the Gila
Watershed Partnership of Arizona.

Biological opinion (BO)issuedfor the original projec(AESO/SE
02EAAZZ00-2015F-0151)

Technical assistance meeting with GWP, USFWS, and others to discuss
modifications to the project description and approaches to reinitiating
consultingunder the ESA. It was concluded that consultation could be
reinitiated based oanamendment to the BA, and the content of the
amendment was discussed.

Correspondence received from th8 ACErequesting reinitiation of
formal consultationwhichincluded the 2015 Addendum to the
Biological Assessment for the Gila River Restoration Prg&at
Addendum)

Correspondence sentttSACE requesting additional information before
reinitiation of consultation.

Correspondecre received from the SACE providing additional
information we requested.

September 14, 2016:Conference call held with individuegpresenting GWP, Stillwater

Sciences (consultant),dithern Arizona Universitycontractor) USACE,
andUSFWS. During theall, project proponents agreed toyide

language changing tlenservation measutkat requires buffering (90
feet) SWFL nests from project activities to instead, buffering territories
as well as nestgrovide an additionatonservation measuteat requires

a mid-point project evaluation of project results to inform future
management angroject implementation, andgvide SWFL territory

data collected from previous surveys for incorporation into the reinitiated
BO.
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BIOLOGICAL AND CONFERENCE OPINION
DESCRIPTION OF THE PROPOSED ACTION

The proposed projeeixpands upofive discretevegetation managemesites along the upper
Gila River in the vicinity of the communities of Pima and Fort Thomas in Graham County,
Arizong these vegetatiomanagement sitagsin approximately parallel to U.S. Highway 70
(Hwy 70) (Figure 3. The addition of thregegetation managemesites (R4, R9/10, and R15)
and the expansion of tlegiginal vegetation managemesites increaseshe project area from
54.3 @res to 410.0@cres(which include291.9 and 355.0 acres of SWFL and WYBC habitat,
respectively. Thevegetation managemesites were identified by GWP and theagetation
managemenlanning science team as part of a comprehensive ecohydrologicameséthat
evaluatedregetation managemestitability throughout 53-mile stretch of the Gila River
corridorfrom the Gila Box east of Solomon (at the Bonita Creek confluence) downstream to the
eastern boundary of the San Carlos Apache ReservatioGaaamimo(Orr et al.2014). This
process entailed consideration of numerous environmental faottrding flood-scour risk,
vegetation charactegroundvater and soimoisture availability, soil salinity, and SWHiesting
habitat suitability. Theightvegetation managemesites (which retain the numbering system
used in the ecohydrological assessment) ard&RR3IR8,R9/10,R11, R14R15and R18, wl
nowrange in size from®.3to 114.5acres, and total10.9acres. The modifiedoverall project
areaof 410.9 acres will allow the GW® achieve their overarching target28f0 acres of
tamarisk removal and habitat enhancemetiténSafford Valleyi.e. 200 acres managed within
a 410.9 acre project areayhile accountindor the sometimes sizable stanaf existing native
vegetation at thenanagemendites. Theseemnant stands will not be removed, in addition to
nest buffer areas, which will not be treateloen activeT he vi ci ni t yegetdtiont he pr c
managemertitesas well as each individuaite are mapped in Figuréd throughA8 in
Appendix A.

The action area is defined as those areas influenced by direct and indirect effects of the proposed
action (USFWS 1998a). The project action area includes the area affected by both tke action
autlorized by the USACE Section 404 permit as well as all interrelated and interdependent
actions at theightprojectvegetation managemesites. As such, the action area encompasses

all eightof thevegetation managemesites, access routes to thegetaton managemersites,

proposed staging areas, and proposed cutting collection areagdéiation managemesites

are linked by and would be accessed from existing paved and unpaved roads, such as River
Road, BryceEden Road, North Main Street in Pimayyi170, and maintained agricultural field

roads. These roads would require no modifications by the project and are, therefore, not included
in the action area.

Activities analyzednclude those potentially subject to authorization by the USACE Section 404
permit as well as all interrelated and interdependent actions eigtiteegetation management
sites. These activities will occur over an estimated period of five years, beginning at the time of
404 permit acquisition.
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The longtermecological goaland actions of the project are to:

1. Focus tamarisk control efforts on sites where: (a) normal river flooding processes are less
likely to naturally remove tamarisk as identified in the ecohydrologic assessment4Drr et
2014), (b) private property arugh-value vegetation (e.g., cottonwood groves) cddd
damaged by wildfire, and/or (c) landowners are in agreement with approackestéblish

native vegetation.

2. Conduct active tamarisk control and revegetation projects at enough sitesdfidient size
to develop riparian habitat resiliency to the anticipated arrival datharisk leaf beetle, and
contribute to the recovery of SWFL and western yelloked cuckoo (WYBC;Coccyzus
americanuy and conservation of other natiniparian oblgatewildlife species.

3. These sites, known as propagule islands, will accelerate reestablishment of native plant
coverageandprovide additional native seed sources that are critical for reestablisting
riparian plants through natural recruitmendcesses, such as during flood events.

4. These sites will also provide a test of a strategy for treatment and revegetatiotamiaeisk
beetle have defoliated existing tamarisk.

5. Augment native plant species recruitment by providing plant raktetiitable for th&pper
Gila Watershed from the GWP native plant nursery, which is composegreéahouse, shade
structure, plantation fields, and coppice fields.

6. Increase native riparian plant communities by reducing the relative canopy ctareagfk
to less than 1percentat selected treatment areas through active control measurds@ungh
the expected establishment of the tamarisk leaf beetle.

7. Reduce the relative canopy cover of other invasive plant species to less peacebiat
selected treatment areas.

8. Where possible, reduce stressors beyond invasive species to the river systemyatenely
guality degradation and grazing pressure.

9. Assess and track succesy@fetation managemeattions and methods through the
development andmplementation of rapid and lortfgrm monitoring protocols.

Vegetation ManagementSites

Vegetation managemesites are depicted in Figur@d throughA8 in Appendix A and the
activities that would occur at each site are described gener@ityaichment A3, Table 1of the
BA Addendum and are incorporated hekdditional details of the proposed actions to be
implemented at eaclegetation managemesite are providetelow.
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Nonnative Vegetation removal

One of the objectives of the project iséaluce and minimize impacts to the SWdid WYBC
from the anticipated arrival of the tamarisk leaf be@@imrhabda sp), and subsequent tamarisk
defoliation and mortalityin the upper Gila River valleyin the shorterm, manuatamarisk
removalwill be necessary at higpriority sites to provide sufficient space fuative tree
revegetationBecause of the sispecific evaluation that identified landscape features tloat a
these nativéreespecieso become established, grow, and persist,thesntention thathese
management sitegill return toSWFL nesting habitat aralffer the impacts expectdéy the

leaf beetle.

The methods used by the project to treataiask are summarized in Tal?eand are described in
greater detail below.

Table 1. Summaryof tamarisk removal methods.

Vegetation
management Tamarisk removal methods
site condition

Tamarisk would be removed from thiegetation manageentsites, avoiding
native vegetation and SWFL nest buffers, using a mechanized brush mulc
hand tools, and follovap herbicide application to prevent resprouting.

Current
conditions

Burned tamarisk plants would be removed to facilitate accesargnick
sprouts would be treated with herbicide applicatidone of thevegetation
managemergitesproposedave been recently burned by wildfirBrescribed
fire is not part of the proposed actionhis condition is included in the
Postwildfire | proposed actioto facilitate rapid revegetation andsprout treatmerghoulda
wildfire occurwithin theeightidentified vegetation management sit8gice a
wildfire would destroy any potential SFWir WYBC habitat in the burned
area, posburn revegetatioand resprout treatment could be conducted over
longer period of time.

Tamarisk biomass removaill be accomplished primarily by cutting and/or mulching the
aboveground portions of the shrubs/trees and then immediately applying an herbicide to the cut
stumps. Tamarisk treeslivbe cut as close to the ground as possible using primarily a small
excavato (10-ton class) equipped with a mulching head attachment (e.g., Torrent EX30 Brush
Cutter), but also chainsaws, loppers, and hand saws where access is limited. These rtlethods w
allow for the effective removal of both dense, monotypic stands of tanaariskll as tamarisk

trees that may be interspersed with desirable native tree and shrub species that need to be
conserved. Excavation will not be used to remove tamarisk at the root, to minimize ground
disturbanceand secondary weed colonization
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Anotherhighly invasive plant present in the upper Gila River valley, albeit in relatively low
numbers, is giant reed(undo donak This species will be removed wherever encountered
using the custump treatment approach described below.

The mulched tamarisk aerial (i.e., wood chips) M be left onsite to help retain soil moisture
and to further hinder recruitment of nonnative weeds.

Handcut debris Wl be relocated outside of the ordinary high water mark on bare soil and
reduced by means of mulchinglmrning. Burning of debris piles, if implement&d|l be

overseen by professional crews when air, moisture, and wind conditions are appropriate. Local
fire departments are anticipated to perform these burns as training exercises. All local and/or
state ai quality permitswill be obtained prior to any burn actions occurring.

Cut tamarisk stumpsilv be immediately treated with herbicide, and tamarisgpr@utswill be

treated with foliar and/or ctgtump herbicide applications. Herbicidese usednclude

triclopyr (trade names include Garlon galémenj, imazapyr (trade names include Arsenal,

Habitat, Stalker, Chopper, and Polaris), and perhaps glyphosate (trade names include Roundup,
Rodeo,and AguamasterSolutions of these herbicides, at the comi@ions and rates suggested
for tamarisk would be applied to cut tamari sk
sprouting stems by backpack spraywhen working within 20 feet of the Gila River and other
aquatic habitatgriclopyr will only be appliedb y h an d (ackpack dprayerg will not be
used) Herbicide solutionsvill be mixed with a color dye to determine which trees have been
treated and reduce potential for overspray. Generally, herbidgiidee applied until the cut

tamarisk surface is thoroughly wet but not to the point of runoff to reduce damaging or killing
nontarget species. Application of herbicideél be closely supervised awde certified

applicator will be on site at all times.h& projecwill obtain and comly with the conditions of

a Pesticide General Permit from the Arizona Department of Environmental Quality (ADEQ).

Per the USFWS (200Recommended Protection Measures for Pesticide Applications in Region
2 of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Servjgeesticidesvill not be mixed, stored, or handled near
sensitive areas. Excess pesticide and empty pesticide contailherst be allowed to remain

near species habitat or waterbodies ailldbe discarded at authorized landfills or other

appropriate $es. Application equipmentill be welkmaintained and checked periodically for

leaks, worn parts, and calibration.

A 90-ft nest buffer will benstalled around every known SWFL nest sitke buffer distance

was developed by the GWP aimdl thevegetatio management sites. The buffer distance was
based on what GWP thought could be implemented and was not based on any specific known
biological characteristics of known SWFL nesting sitasqualified biologist will identify areas

to be avoided during pregt activities, consider the locations of occupied SWFL nests (as
determined by the SWFL survey results from the previous breeding season), patch size, and the
vegetation composition, density, distribution, canopy closure, structure, and soil moistace arou
the nest, along with the amount of surrounding tamarisk that is removed, to identify buffer areas
and shaped'he use of site conditions around the nest to identify buffer areas will likely result in
SWEFL nest buffers that are greater tl9&ft in someareas and irregularly shaped, rather than
circular. This approach provides a balance between minimizingt&hortconstructionelated
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i mpacts to SFWL and c aearmbeneficgvegetatton mmahagempnt oj ect 6
activities as cost efficientland successfully as possible.

Tamarisk removal in theegetation managemesiteswill occur betwee®ctober land April

14, to completely avoid the combined SWFL and WYBC breeddiagans (April 15 to

September 30and impacts on breeding birds. Taislaresprout treatment in postildfire

areas, where SWFL breeding habitat does not exist, could occur outside of this period, although
the October I April 14 work period also allows for the greatest amount of herbicide

translocation to belowground tisses, and is most suitable for crew safety as it relates to lower

air temperatures to prevent heat related illnesses and herbicide volatility that can occur above 85
degrees Fahrenheit (°F). Per USFWS (2007), herbigvdesot be applied when weather

forecasts indicate rainfall is likely to occur within 48 hours after treatment, and spray
applicationswill not occur when wind speeds exceed 10 miles per hour.

Over the fiveyear project term, work may occur withime establishedhestterritory buffer areas
under the following conditions:

1 During year 1 and year 2 of thegetation managemepitoject, tamarisk removal will
not occur within the buffers around occupied SWFL riest#ories as determined by
the SWFL survey results from the prewsobreeding season. For example, if a SWFL
nest within avegetation managemesite was occupied or potentially occupied during
2016 surveys, no work would occwithin the bufferareain 2017 If that nest is again
occupied in 207, no work wouldoccur inthe bufferareain 2018 If the nestterritoryis
not occupied in 202, then work could occur in and around théfer areain 2018.

1 Inyears 3 through 5 of theegetation managemepttoject, when native plantings will
have had time to establish and poity result in a mosaic of different aged
successional stands, tamarisk removal may occur in and around previously occupied or
unoccupied nests where the qualified biologist has determined that surrounding native
vegetation is sufficient to support SFWiksts. Where surveys determine that
surrounding native vegetation is not yet sufficient to support SFWL nests, tamarisk
removal will not occur within the neéstrritory buffer occupiedy SWFL, as determined
by the SWFL survey results from the previouseiiag season.

1 The retreatment of removed tamarisksprouts with herbicide would occur regardless
of proximity to nest sites. In other words, where tamarisk is removed, it would be subject
to herbicide treatment as needed.

Work crews will likely be compsed of: a GWP staff lead to oversee implementation and report

on tamarisk removal progress; a local excavator operator to run the excavator and mulching head
for safe and efficient heavy equipment operation; and several Arizona Conservation Corps crew

stdf to operate chainsaws, apply herbicides, and manually haul removed biomass, as needed. All
herbicide applicators will complete Environme
Standard Protection Training.

Native Plant Revegetation
Native plant revegetmn methods to be used by the@ject are summarized in Tal#?eand are
described in greater detail below.



Ms. Sallie Diebolt 9

Table 2. Summary of native plant revegetation methods.

Vegetation
management Native plant revegetation methods
site location/
Condition
Thevegetation managemesites are located almost entirely within occupied
highly suitable SWFland WYBChabitat. These areas are predicted to be tt
impacted following beetle colonization. Hand or mechanieadlgisted planting
Current of pole cuttings and container stock would be conductegéstablisiSWFL
conditions nesting habitat conditions. Native species to be ptam&y include

cottonwood Populus deltoidgs narrowleaf (coyote) willowJalix exigug,
Gooddi n g &sgoadding)l noulefat @accharis salicifolig, alkali
sacaton $porobolus airoidgsandbig sacaton$. wrightij).

At burn sites on floodplains with low relative elevations, hand or mechanic
assisted planting of pole cuttings and container stock would be conducted
may includePopulusfremontii Salix exiguaS. gooddingiiBaccharis
salicifolia, Emory's bacch#s (B. emoryj, Sporobolus airoides, S. wrightii,
Chilopsis linearis, Hilaria muticaandHymenoclea monogyr#t burn sites on
Postwildfire | terraces (i.e., at elevations not likely to support cottonwood/willow riparian
vegetation), hand or mechanicallgsisted plairtg of pole cuttings and
container stock would be conducted that may include catclaw adaziai@
greggii), velvet mesquiteRrosopis veluting Mexican blueeldeberry
(Sambucusnexicang, canyon grapéeMitis arizonicg, saltbrush Atriplex
canescensand cane bluesterB@rthriochloa barbinodik

Following tamarisk removal activitidsand planting, pole cuttings and container stock will be

planted Pole cuttings and container stoskl be placed in appropriately deep and sized holes

dug with a hanéheld auger, or a small excavator with an auger attachment. All container stock
willori ginate from the GWPO6s wilbeibacldillegpwitamatve nur s et
soil, which mg be augmented with a mycorrhizal inoculant to increase the efficiency of nutrient
uptake. Plantings are not anticipated to require irrigation, apart from initial watering during

planting, as thewill be located in close proximity to the mainstem GiladRishannel or other

typically persistently wet areas. Plantingdl not occur unless distance to groundwater is

suitable and can be accessed by the plantings using the equipment and methods described above.
No supplemental water is anticipated to be wesawsbpt where agricultural return flows can be

rerouted to provide surface moisture over the revegetated areas, such as attightifrerth)

portion ofvegetation managemesite R18.

Plantingwill occur in coordination with tamiak removal betwee®ctober land April 14

outside of the breeding season for WYBC and SW#fihough planting in postildfire areas
where SWFL breeding habitat does not exist, could occur outside of this.galeglanting of
riparian obligate tree speciedll occur duing their dormancy (generally Decembé&anuary).
Outplanting of container stoagrown at the GWP native plant nursery will occur strategically
during periods of increased saibisture. It is expected that optimal planting times will coincide
with bi-modd rains, thugeducing the need for supplemental water. Planting efforts that occur
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during the SWFL and/oVYBC breeding season will be limited to small crewisy(people)
using a gapowerechand augeand hand tools.

Work crews will likely be composed a GWP staff lead to oversee implementation and report
on planting progress, and several Arizona Conservation Corps crew staff.

Earthwork

At thevegetation managemesites, minor floodplain excavation or grading may be conducted
to create planting swates that would allow the roots of planted trees and shrubs to reach
groundwater more quickly, and increase their survival andterg establishment.

Identification of these areas at the sites b@tconfirmed by local groundwater and soil
monitoring. h these areas, a small to rsided excavatowill be used to dig trenelor swale

like features prior to revegetation. Such featuresldioypically be less than 3 dleep (as
measured below the streaamtix/floodplain surface), 100 long (as measured zdlel to the

river), and 25tfwide (as measured perpendicular to the river), but large enough to support a
planting zone suitable for supporting SWFL habitat. All excavated mateliaemain onrsite

and be spread out around the grading area to areaistlooking topography.

Earthwork wouldoccur concurrently with tamarisk removal (i.e., early in@cober 1 April 14
work period), in order to allow time for pesarthwork revegetation before the breeding season
begins.

Work crews will likely becomposed of a GWP staff lead to oversee implementation and report
on excavation progress, and a local excavator operator for safe and efficient heavy equipment
operation.

Access Routes and Staging Areas

Staging areas for equipment and matemals be located in developed and/or unvegetated areas
adjacent to or withiwvegetation managemesites. Staging areas will be located where little to

no vegetation clearing or earthwork would be necessary for preparing staging areas, or where
such vegetationlearing or earthwork is within a treatment patch.

Existing paved and unpaved road#l be used to the extent practical. However, some routes to
treatment patchesill require crossing of the lowilow Gila River channel and/or vegetation
clearance to prade vehicle access for transporting crews, equipment, and materials. Proposed
preliminary access routese depicted in Figures2-A8 in Appendix Aand tabulated in Tab2

of the BA Addendumfinal access routesill be determined after groustcuthing d vegetation
managemergite and surrounding conditions, anidl be located using best efforts to avoid
occupied or highly suitable SWFL habitat. Proposed preliminary access routes were chosen to
avoid areas where SWFL detections and nests were loaaied the 2014urveys. No more
than6,240ft (1.2mile, or 17 acres assuming a ¥2wide road) of existing access routes (i.e.,
existing undeveloped roads and traiéll be cleared using hand tools and/oeacavator

equipped with a mulching headde Torrent EX30 Brush Cultter); although an excavaitirbe

used to clear tamarisk along new access routes, little to no surface grading of new access routes
would occur. Vegetation trimming and clearioighative vegetation will bavoidedto the exten
practical.lt is anticipated that nearly all vegetation trimming and clearing for new and existing
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access routesill be limited to tamarisk. After it is determined that an access route or staging
areawill no longer be needed (given monitoring and negiahce activities), the route and

staging area will be appropriately reclaimed. Reclamation actions may include removing debris,
restoring preproject topography, scarification of compacted soil, mulch application for erosion
control, and/or revegetationitiv native plants appropriate to the site conditions.

Clearing access rout@sll occur during the same time perioddawarisk treatment (October 1
T April 14), although access route clearing in podtfire areas where SWFL breeding habitat
does noexist, could occur outside of this period.

Work crews will likely be composed of: a GWP staff lead to oversee implementation and report
on work progress, a local operator to run grading equipment for safe and efficient heavy
equipment operation, and seakArizona Conservation Corps crew members, as needed.

Propagule Collection and Propagation

Cuttings ofS. gooddingiiS. exiguaP. deltoideswill be collected for project revegetation
efforts. Cuttingswill be collected from stands of these speciebiwithe action area and, if
needed, from along irrigation and similar features that are well outside of potentially suitable
SWEFL habitatWillow and cottonwood trees naturally established alongation canals in the
vicinity of Pima and Safford, Arizanwill be used to collect native cuttingshe potential

cutting sites alongrigation canals are all outside of the river floodway and designated critical
habitat boundaries. The exact locations of cutting collections are not known, as they are
dependentn the canal companiedentifying areas that will beprayedor burred Small crews
(less than 10 peopl&yill use hand saws, loppers, and, if necessary, chainsaws to remove
cuttings of sufficient size for revegetation purposes. Dimensions of cuttifiggary depending
on availability and need to minimize impacts, but would ideally bE30ifiches in diameter for

S. exiguaand 2 8 inches in diameter f@. gooddingiand P deltoides The cuttings would

either be directly planted at thegetation margements i t es or at t he GWPOG6s
nursery for treatment and later use.

Cuttingsfrom within the vegetation management anedk potentially be taken from designédte
SWEFL critical habitat and proposed WYBC critical habitat. The following coaserv
measures are being implementededuce impacts to the habitat:

1 Cuttings collected in occupied or highly suitable SWFL habitan WYBC proposed
critical habitatwould only be collected during tt@ctober 1i April 14 work period.

1 No more than 4@ercentof any individual tree or shrub would be removed.

1 Crews would scan collection trees and shrubs for nests and would not collect cuttings from
any tree or shrub containing a nest or those directly adjacent to or providing cover to the
nest.

1 Crewswould space cuttings from both the stand and the tree to maintain vegetation
densities needed for higfuality SWFL and WYBC habitat.

At somevegetation managemesites, such as R3, R14, and R15, where mature cottonwood tree
canopy is salense that it sides the understory and precludes the establishment of shrub and
herbaceouspecies, limited, strategic cottonwood trees or limbs may be cut to facilitate
understory planeéstablishment, and the removed material be recycled for cutting plantings.
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Monitor ing and Maintenance

All vegetation managemesiteswill be monitored at least annually for a minimum of five years
to: (1) identify the location and extent of treated tamarisspreuting and determine the need

for tamarisk retreatment; (2) assess thandval of planted pole cuttings and container stock, and
determine the need for replacement plantings, alternative species, or alternative planting
locations; (3) determine the amount of occupied or highly suitable SMIEMWYBChabitat

affected by the mject, and the extent of habitat recovery that occurs over thgdme

monitoring period; and (4) compare the effectiveness of treatment and revegetation methods to
inform futurevegetation managemeetforts beforeandafter beetle colonization. An analu
monitoring report that documents the findings of this monitoring, and any maintenance actions
taken as a resulill be submitted to USACE and USFWS by December 31 in each of the five
years.

A qualifiedpermittedbiologist will also be conducting analusurveygor SWFL,incidental
SWEFL nests, and incidental WYBC occurrences avdgetation managemesites

If funding allows, additional monitoring parameters and/or an extended monitoring period may
be undertaken as a part of the project. The additional monitoring parameters would arise from
overarching questions posed by the GWP and their science teammdydhclude:
! What are the existing (pteeetle) SWFL and WYBC population distributions and
abundances, and how will these respond to the propesgdation managemeefforts
before and following beetle colonization?
1 What patterns of tamarisk defoliati@and mortality emerge following beetle colonization?
1 How are other environmental factors (e.g., groundwater levels, soil properties, water
guality, and natural recruitment of native plants) responding to indgtation
managemergfforts and again ftdwing beetle colonization?

Monitoring activitieswill be overseen by GWP staff and undertaken by crews4op@ople, and
could occur throughout the year. Monitoring of SWafld WYBCpresencavill be conducted

by an avian ecologist trained in SWFL and BG surveysand permitted by thSFWSand
Arizona Game and Fish Department to conduct sunarydwill occur during the SWFL and
WYCB breeding season. Equipment installation and/or vehicle access that would involve any
potential ground or vegetation didbing activitieswill only be conducted during ti@@ctober 1

April 14 work period.

Anticipated maintenance activities over the fixgar project period include tamarisk re

treatment, and replacement or alternative plantings. Whilethehing practiceslescribed

above are intended to minimize establishment of other nonnative invasive plants, there is
potential for this to occur and for the need for additional herbicide applications. All maintenance
activities would be conducted using the methods, equipmaeews, and schedules described in

the sections above.

Conservation Measures
The following measures will be implemented as a part of the project action to avoid and
minimize impacts to wildlife and other environmental resources:
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1. Protocol surveys f&SWFL and WYBC will be conducted by qualified and permitted
biologists annually in the project area to assess the potential effects prior to tamarisk removal
and the response following tamarisk removal.

2. In order to prevent impacts to SWFLs and WYB@&gqet work within vegetation

management sites will only occur between October 1 and April 14, with the following exceptions
that may be conducted at any time of the year: monitoring activities; monitoring equipment
installation using hand tools; pregeation management surveys; tamarisispeout treatment

and revegetation in areas burned by wildfire; vegetation management site visits and access on
foot; and planting of container stock and cuttings to coincide withdaal rains.

3. In order to minimie impacts to known SWFL or WYBC nest sites, before any work is
initiated within 200 ft of a known SWFL or WYBC nest, a qualified biologist will evaluate the
site and identify areas to be avoided, if any, during project activities. A qualified biololyist wi
also be conducting annual protocol surveys for SWFL and nest occupation at the vegetation
management sites as a part of the project. This qualified biologist will, when identifying areas to
be avoided during project activities, consider the locatiomeadpied SWFL nests (as
determined by the SWFL survey results from the previous breeding season), potential SWFL
territories (as determined by repeat bird detections and/or bird behavior), patch size, and the
vegetation composition, density, distributieanopy closure, structure, and soil moisture around
the nest/territory, along with the amount of surrounding tamarisk that is removed, to identify
buffer areas and shapes. The goal of nest/territory buffers will be to maintain the vegetation
density, moiture levels, protection from predators, and other qualities preferred by SWFL for
nest sites, such that previously occupied nests /territories coulebbeupied and support
successful breeding by SWFL in the following year.

4. In order to minimize impas to known SWFL nest sites, tamarisk removal will not occur

within a minimum of 90 ft of known or potential SWFL nests or territories within or adjacent to
vegetation management site boundaries. While nest/territory buffers would be a minimum of 90
ft, as described and depicted in the project description, the use of site conditions to identify
buffer areas will likely result in SWFL nest/territory buffers that are greater than 90 ft in some
areas and irregularly shaped, rather than circular. Becauseguflarly configured habitat,

biologists will try to best represent essential flycatcher nesting habitat within the buffer areas.
This approach provides a balance between minimizing-gtnt constructiofrelated impacts to
SWEFL and carrying out the@rj e c t -fesn bénefiniaj vegetation management activities as

cost efficiently and successfully as possible.

5. A qualified biologist and/or GWP staff person will develop an environmental awareness
training program that is specific for the project. étisite implementation personnel will attend

the training before they begin work on the project. Training will include a discussion of the
avoidance and minimization measures that are being implemented to protect biological resources
as well as the termend conditions of project permits. Training will include information about

the ESA and the consequences of noncompliance. Under this program, workers will be informed
about the presence, life history, and habitat requirements of all spetizd speciethat may be
affected in the action area. Training also will include information on state and federal laws
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protecting nesting birds, wetlands, and other water resources. Safety training will also be
included for all field personnel to cover equipment uspgwgective clothing, first aid, and
emergency plans. Training will also include identification of vegetation types, tamarisk,
cottonwood, willow species, and other herbaceous vegetation. A pocket guide that has
photographs of these different vegetatigmes will be developed and provided to aliote
personnel.

6. No inwater or streambank work will occur during rain events or high streamflow events, to
minimize erosion.

7. Native vegetation will be avoided to the extent practical.

8. During culttig collection, no more than 40 percent of any individual tree or shrub will be
removed; cuttings will not be collected from any tree or shrub containing a nest or those directly
adjacent to or providing cover to the nest; cuttings will be limited to mainegetation

densities needed for high quality SWFL habitat.

9. Mulched tamarisk material (i.e., wood chips) will be lefisite to help retain soil moisture
and to further hinder recruitment of nonnative weeds.

10. All litter, debris, unuserhaterials, equipment, and supplies will be removed daily from work
areas and deposited at an appropriate disposal or storage site.

11. Stockpiling of construction materials such as portable equipment, vehicles, and supplies,
including chemicals, will beastricted to designated staging areas.

12. Any spills of hazardous materials will be cleaned up immediately and reported to the
resource agencies within 24 hours. Any such spills, and the success of the efforts to clean them
up, will also be reported inggtconstruction compliance reports.

13. Vehicles will be confined to established andggproved access routes, staging areas, and

work areas. Access routes and staging areas will be limited to the minimum necessary to achieve
the project goals. Routesid boundaries of work areas, including access roads, will be mapped
prior to initiating project construction. Vehicular speeds will be kept to 15 miles per hour on
unpaved roads with no posted speed limit.

14. All equipment will be properly maintaineokrfthe duration of construction. All refueling and
maintenance of vehicles and other construction equipment will be restricted to designated work
areas and will be at least 100 ft from any degvadient aquatic habitat unless otherwise isolated
from habitd. Proper spill prevention and cleanup equipment will be maintained in all refueling
areas.

15. Application of herbicide will be closely supervised and the project will obtain and comply
with the conditions of a Pesticide General Permit from ADEQ.
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16.When working within 20 feet of the Gila River and other aquatic habitats, triclopyr herbicide
will only be applied to cut tamarisk stumps, tamariskrpr out s by hand fipainti
sprayers will not be used).

17. Per the USFWS (2007) Recommendemtd@tion Measures for Pesticide Applications in
Region 2 of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, pesticides will not be mixed, stored, or handled
near sensitive areas. Excess pesticide and empty pesticide containers will not be allowed to
remain near speaeabitat or waterbodies and will be discarded at authorized landfills or other
appropriate sites. Application equipment will be wakintained and checked periodically for
leaks, worn parts, and calibration.

18. Per the USFWS (2007) Recommended Pratedfieasures for Pesticide Applications in
Region 2 of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, herbicides will not be applied when weather
forecasts indicate rainfall is likely to occur within 48 hours after treatment, and spray
applications will not occur whemind speeds exceed 10 miles per hour.

19. Within two monthsfter submitting the annual monitoring report for calendar year 2017,

GWP will convene a mighroject evaluation meeting with USACE, USFWS, and BLM to

discuss a synthesis of monitoring resulsved by GWP, and progress made toward the

pr oj e c-tertngcolbgaal goals, based upon available data. The meeting mapdrsam

or via conference call, with the intention of establishing consensus with mentioned stakeholders
on the best path foravd for the project and whether adaptive management may be necessary.
Items such as project success, necessary improvements, timing/progress, flycatcher and cuckoo
status in the project areas, adaptive management, leaf beetle presence and/or impalols are v
discussion topics.

STATUS OF THE SPECIESAND CRITICAL HABITAT

Southwestern willow flycatcher

Description

TheSWFLis a small grayistgreen passerine bird (Family Tyrannidae) measuring

approxi mately 5. 75 i nc-bhewo0a offbhesw 0s,0 ntgh e sc aal |s nies
repeated fAwhit. o It is one of four currently

1948, Unitt 1987, Browning 1993). It is a neotropical migrant that breeds in the southwestern
U.S. and migrates to Mexico, Centhanerica, and possibly northern South America during the
nonbreeding season (Phillips 1948, Stiles and Skutch 1989, Peterson 1990, Ridgely and Tudor
1994, Howell and Webb 1995). The historical breeding range &WIEL included southern
California, Arizona, New Mexico, western Texas, southwestern Colorado, southern Utah,
extreme southern Nevada, and extreme northwestern Mexico (Sonora and Baja) (Unitt 1987).
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Listing and critical habitat

The SWFLwas listed as endangered, without critical habitateriary 27, 1995 (USFWS

1995). Critical habitat was later designated on July 22, 1997 (USFWS 1997a). A correction
notice was published in the Federal Register on August 20, 1997 to clarify the lateral extent of
the designation (USFWS 1997b).

On May 11,2001, the 18 circuit court of appeals set aside designated critical habitat in those
statesunderthef@ i r cui t 6s jurisdiction (New Mexico).
habitat designated for tf®&WNFLin all other states (California andiaona) until it could re

assess the economic analysis.

On October 19, 2005, the FWSdaesignated critical habitat for t8®VFL (USFWS 2005). A

total of 737 river miles across southern California, Arizona, New Mexico, southern Nevada, and
southern Utahwere included in the final designation. The lateral extent of critical habitat
includes areas within the 18@ar floodplain.

On August 15, 2011, the FWS proposed a revision to the critical habitat designation, identifying
stream segments in each of #8Management Units where there are recovery goals (USFWS
2011). These segments totaled 2,090 stream miles. Similar to the 2005 rule, the lateral extent of
critical habitat includes only the riparian areas within the- i€ floodplain. About 790 staen

miles were identified as areas we will consider for exclusion from the final designation under
section 4(b)(2) of the Act.

On January 3, 2013, the FWS complete@®MgFL critical habitat revision by designating
approximately 1,227 stream miles asical habitat. These areas are designated as stream
segments, with the lateral extent including the riparian areas and streams that occur within the
100-year floodplain or floogporone areas encompassing a total area of approximately 208,973
acres. About48 stream miles of proposed critical habitat were excluded from the final revised
designation.

A final recovery plan for th&€WFLwas signed by the FWS Region 2 Director and released to

the public in March, 2003 (USFWS 2002). The Plan describes thenssias@ndangerment,

current status of th8WFL, addresses important recovery actions, includes detailed issue papers
on management issues, and provides recovery goals. Recovery is based on reaching numerical
and habitat related goals for each specifimbgement Unit established throughout the

subspecies range and establishing itergn conservation plans (USFWS 2002).

The five-year review for th6&WFL was completed in August 2014 by the Arizona Ecological
Services Field Office and is posted on thedrielOf f i ceds web site
(http://www.fws.gov/southwest/es/arizona/Southwes.htm).

Reasons for endangerment

Reasons for decline have been attributed to primarily loss, modification, and fragmentation of
riparian breeding habitat, along with a host of other faatecluding loss of wintering habitat

and brood parasitism by the brosweraded cowbird (Sogget al. 1997, McCarthet al. 1998).

Habitat loss and degradation are caused by a variety of factors, including urban, recreational, and
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agricultural developmenwater diversion and groundwater pumping, channelization, dams, and
excessive livestock grazing. Fire is an increasing threéa¥MBL habitat (Paxtoret al. 1996),

especially in monotypic saltcedar vegetation (DeLoach 1991) and where water diverdions an
groundwater pumping desiccates riparian vegetation (Setgael997). SWFL nests can be

parasitized by browsheaded cowbirddMolothrus atey , whi ch | ay their eggs
Feeding sites for cowbirds are enhanced by the presencestbtiveand range improvements

such as waters and corrals; agriculture; urban areas; golf courses; bird feeders; and trash areas.
When these feeding areas are in close proximi§Mti-L breeding habitat, especially coupled

with habitat fragmentation, cowbliparasitism oBWFL nests may increase (Hanna 1928,

Mayfield 1977a,b, Tibbittet al. 1994).

Habitat

The SWFL breeds in dense riparian habitats from sea level in California to approximately 8,500
feet in Arizona and southwestern Colorado. Historicglregst collections and species'
descriptions throughout its range describeSWéFL's widespread use of willovBalixspp.) for
nesting (Phillips 1948, Phillipst al. 1964, Hubbard 1987, Unitt 1987, San Diego Natural
History Museum 1995). Currentl8WFLs primarily use Geyer willowSalix geyeriang

coyote willow Salix exigua , Go o dd i B@idgooddaingi, doxelder cer negundp
saltcedar Tamarixsp.), Russian oliveHlaeagnus angustifoljpand live oak Quercus agrifolig
for nesting.Other plant species less commonly used for nesting include: buttonbush
(Cephalanthusp.), black twinberryl(onicera involucraty, cottonwood Populusspp.), white
alder @Alnus rhombifolid, blackberry Rubus ursinus and stinging nettldJrtica spp.). Eased

on the diversity of plant species composition and complexity of habitat structure, four basic
habitat types can be described for BWFL: monotypic willow, monotypic exotic, native
broadleaf dominated, and mixed native/exotic (Scggd.1997).

TheSWFL6s habitat i s dynamic and can change rapi
suitability; saltcedar habitat can develop from seeds to suitability in about four to five years;

heavy runoff can remove/reduce habitat suitability in a day; or rivemeffgrfloodplain width,

location, and vegetation density may change over time.SWELO s use of habitat
successional stages may also be dynamic. For examplepaware or young habitat not

suitable for nest placement can be occupied aed tor foraging and shelter by migrating,

breeding, dispersing, or ndarritorial SWFLs (McLeodet al. 2005, Cardinal and Paxton 2005).

SWFL habitat can quickly change and vary in suitability, location, use, and occupancy over time
(Finch and Stoleson0R0).

Tamarisk is an important componentof 8@FLO6 s nesti ng and foragin
part of theSWFL6 s br eedi ng range in Arizona, south
Mexico. In 2001 in Arizona, 323 of the 404 (80 percent) kn@Wi-L nests (in346 territories)

were built intamarisk tree(Smithet al.2002). Tamarisk had been believed by some to be a
habitat type of lesser quality for ti&VFL, however comparisons of reproductive performance
(USFWS 2002), prey populations (Durst 2Dp@nd physiological conditions (Owen and Sogge
2002) of SWFLs breeding in native and exotic vegetation has revealed no difference €ogge

al. 2005).

g h
ern

r
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The introduced tamarisk leaf beetle was first detected affecting tamarisk within the range of the
SWEFLin 2008 along the Virgin River in St. George, Utah. Initially, this insect was not believed
to be able to move into or survive within the southwestern United States in the breeding range of
theSWFL Along this Virgin River site in 2009, 13 of BBNVFL nests failed following

vegetation defoliation (Paxtat al.2010). As of 2012, the beetle has been found in southern
Nevada/Utah and northern Arizona/New Mexico within@WwFLO s br eedi ng range.
detected along the Colorado River below Hoover Da20i12. Because tamarisk is a

component of about 50 percent of all kno8WFL territories (Durset al.2008), continued

spread of the beetle has the potential to significantly alter the distribution, abundance, and quality
of SWFL nesting habitat and inagt breeding attempts.

Breeding biology

Throughout its range tH8WFL arrives on breeding grounds in late April and May (Sogge and
Tibbitts 1992, Sogget al. 1993, Sogge and Tibbitts 1994, Muizniedtsal. 1994, Maynard 1995,
Sferraet al. 1995, 1997).Nesting begins in late May and early June and young fledge from late
June through mid\ugust (Willard 1912, Ligon 1961, Brown 1988a,b, Whitfield 1990, Sogge
and Tibbitts 1992, Soggs al. 1993, Muizniekst al. 1994, Whitfield 1994, Maynard 1995).
SWFLstypically lay three to four eggs per clutch (range = 1 to 5). Eggs are laid-dagne
intervals and are incubated by the female for approximately 12 days (Bent 1960, Walkinshaw
1966, McCabe 1991). Young fledge approximately 12 to 13 days after hati€imgglL955,

Harrison 1979). Typically one brood is raised per year, but birds have been documented raising
two broods during one season and renesting after a failure (Whitfield 1990, Sogge and Tibbitts
1992, Sogget al. 1993, Sogge and Tibbitts 1994, Mniekset al. 1994, Whitfield 1994,

Whitfield and Strong 1995). The entire breeding cycle, from egg laying to fledging, is
approximately 28 days.

SWFL nests are fairly small (3.2 inches tall and 3.2 inches wide) and its placement in a shrub or
tree is highly variable (1.6 to 60 feet off the ground). Nests are open cup structures, and are
typically placed in the fork of a branch. Nests have been fagaohst the trunk of a shrub or

tree (in monotypic saltcedar and mixed native broadleaf/saltcedar habitats) and on limbs as far
away from the trunk as 10.8 feet (Spersteal. 1996). Typical nest placement is in the fork of
smaltdiameter (e.g., 0.4 inyertical or nearly vertical branches (USFWS 2002). Occasionally,
nests are placed in dovaurving branches. Nest height varies considerably, from 1.6 to 60 feet,
and may be related to height of nest plant, overall canopy height, and/or the height of the
vegetation strata that contain small twigs ane growth (USFWS 2002). ypically, nests are
relatively low, 6.5 to 23 feet above ground (USFWS 2002). Nests built in habitat dominated by
box elders are placed highest in the tigenards o60 feet) (LBFWS 2002).

The SWFLIis an insectivore, foraging in dense shrub and tree vegetation along rivers, streams,
and other wetlands. The bird typically perches on a branch and makes short direct flights, or
sallies to capture flying insects. Drestal. (1998) found that the major prey items of {B&/FL

(in Arizona and Colorado), consisted of true flies (Diptera); ants, bees, and wasps
(Hymenoptera); and true bugs (Hemiptera). Other insect prey taxa included leafhoppers
(Homoptera: Cicadellidae); dragonfliaad damselflies (Odonata); and caterpillars (Lepidoptera
larvae). Nornsect prey included spiders (Araneae), sowbugs (Isopoda), and fragments of plant
material.
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Brown-headed cowbird parasitism 8 WFL broods has been documented throughout its range
(Brown 1988a,b, Whitfield 1990, Muiznieles al. 1994, Whitfield 1994, Hull and Parker 1995,
Maynard 1995, Sferrat al. 1995, Sogge 1995b). Where studied, high rates of cowbird
parasitism have coincided wi8WFL population declines (Whitfield 1994, Sogg@95ba,c,

Whitfield and Strong 1995) or, at a minimum, resulted in reduced or complete nesting failure at a
site for a particular year (Muiznieles al. 1994, Whitfield 1994, Maynard 1995, Sfeatal.

1995, Sogge 1995a,c, Whitfield and Strong 1995). Calvaygs hatch earlier than those of
many passerine hosts, thus giving cowbird nestlings a competitive advantage (Bent 1960,
McGeen 1972, Mayfield 1977a,b, Brittingham and Temple 1988yFLs can attempt to renest,
but it often results in reduced clutclzess, delayed fledging, and reduced nest success (Whitfield
1994). Whitfield and Strong (1995) found ti&WFL nestlings fledged after July 20th had a
significantly lower return rate and cowbird parasitism was often the cause of delayed fledging.

Territory and home range size

SWFL territory size likely fluctuates with population density, habitat quality, and nesting stage.
Estimated territory sizes recorded at the Kern River were 0.59 to 3.21 acres for monogamous
males and 2.72 to 5.68 acres for polygys males (Whitfield and Enos 1996). Within a 2.22

acre patch on Colorado River, estimated territory sizes were 0.15 to 0.49 acres (Sogge 1995c),
and in a 3.71 acre patch on the Verde River, 0.49 to 1.24 acres (Sogge 1995a). Territories are
establishedvithin a larger patch of appropriate habitat sufficient to contain several nesting pairs
of SWFLs.

Cardinal and Paxton (2005) found that the home ranges of telem8i&ffelds at Roosevelt

Lake, Arizona, varied from 0.37 to 890 acres. Bird movementgjisstto and following

nesting were the greatest, while movements while incubating and with nestlings were the most
limited. Movements following fledging of young indicated possiblemrgration staging and

the targeting of local increases in insectygrepulations. Birds were found using a variety of
riparian habitat in a variety of conditions (open, young mature, exotic, mixed, etc.) and the
distances moved indicate that birds can occupy a larger area and used more different types of
habitat than pnaously believed (Cardinal and Paxton 2005).

Movements

The site and patch fidelity, dispersal, and movement behavior of adult, nestling, breeding, non
breeding, and migrator$WFLs are just beginning to be understood (Kenwood and Paxton 2001,
Koronkiewiz and Sogge 2001). From 1997 through 2000, 66 to 78 perc8kteifs known to

have survived from one breeding season to the next returned to the same breeding site;
conversely, 22 to 34 percent of returning birds moved to different sitesgiLailff200Q. A large
percentage (75%) of known surviving 2000 adults returned in 2001 to their same breeding site
(Kenwood and Paxton 2001). Just considering Roosevelt Lake in its entirety, all but three
surviving birds (n=28) banded at Roosevelt Lake returnedts&elt Lake (Kenwood and

Paxton 2001). Although moSWFLs return to former breeding sit€®\VFLs can regularly

move among sites within and between years (Kenwood and Paxton 2001). -alkiiniage
movements are more common than betwé@mnage movemeas (Kenwood and Paxton 2001).
Yearto-year movements of birds have been detected between the San Pedro/Gila river
confluence and Roosevelt Lake, the Verde River near Camp Verde and Roosevelt Lake, and the
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Little Colorado River near Greer and Rooseveltd_@kenwood and Paxton 2001). Typical
distances moved range from 1.2 to 18 miles. However;diistgnce movements of up to 137

miles have been observed on the lower Colorado River and Virgin River (McKernan and Braden
2001). Breeding groups &WFLs actas a metgopulation (Busclet al.2000).

Table3. Estimated rangewide population for tB&/FL based on 1993 to 2007 survey d4
for Arizona, California, Colorado, New Mexico, Nevada, Utah, and Texas

Number of sites

Percentage of

from that site between 1993 and 2007.

with WIFL sites with Number of Percentage of
State territories WIFL territories total territories
199307 territories
199307

Arizona 124 43.1 % 459 35.3%
California 96 33.3% 172 13.2 %
Colorado 11 3.8% 66 51%
Nevada 13 45 % 76 5.9%
New Mexico 41 14.2 % 519 40.0 %
Utah 3 1.0% 7 0.5%
Texas ? ? ? ?
Total 288 100 % 1,299 100 %
Durstet al.2008.
’Site boundaries are not defined unifo

® Total territory numbers recorded are based upon the most recent years survey info

Rangewide distribution and abundance

There are currently 288 knovBWFL breeding sites in California, Nevada, Arizona, Utah, New
Mexico, and Colorado (all sites from 1993 to 2007 where a territ®W4FL has been detected)
holding an estimated 1,299 territories (Dweal.2008). It is difficult to arrive at a grand total

of SWFL territories since not all sites are surveyed annually. Numbers have increased since the
bird was listed and some habitat remains unsurveyed; however, after nearly a decade of intense

surveys, the existing numbers are just past the upper endtoftUai s
ago (5001000 pairs). About 50 percent of the 1,299 estimated territories (Sathioughout

(1987)

the subspecies range are located at four general locations (Cliff/Gila Vélew Mexico,

esti

mat e
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Roosevelt Lake Arizona, San PedrRiver/Gila River confluenceé Arizona, Middle Rio
Grande, New Mexico).

Arizona distribution and abundance

While numbers have significantly increased in Arizona (145 to 459 territories from 1996 to
2007) (Englisket al.2006, Durskt al.2008), overaldistribution ofSWFLs throughout the state

has not changed much. Currently, population stability in Arizona is believed to be largely
dependent on the presence of three population centers (Roosevelt Lake, San Pedro/Gila River
confluence, upper Gila River)Therefore, the result of catastrophic events or losses of
significant populations either in size or location could greatly change the status and survival of
the bird. Conversely, expansion into new habitats or discovery of other populations would
improve the known stability and status of tB&/FL

Fire

The evidence suggests that fire was not a primary disturbance factor in southwestern riparian
areas near larger streanidsSFWS2002). Yet, in recent time, fire size and frequency has

increased on the lav Colorado, Gila, Bill Williams, and Rio Grande rivers. The increase has
been attributed to increasing dry, fine fuels as a result of the cessation of flood flows and human
caused ignition sources. The spread of the highly flammable plant, tamariskyigdof river

areas due to river flow regulation, water diversion, lowering of groundwater tables, and other
land practices is largely responsible for these fuels. A catastrophic fire in June of 1996,
destroyed approximately a half mile of occupied taskeSWFL nesting habitat on the San

Pedro River in Pinal County. That fire resulted in the forced dispersal or loss of up to eight pairs
of SWFLs (Paxtoret al.1996). Smaller fires have occurred along the upper most portion of the
San Pedro River closé the Mexico Border and another large fire occurred on the lower San
Pedro River at the Nature Conservancyds San
Dudleyville in 2004. Recreationists cause over 95 percent of the fires on the lower Colorado
River USFWS2002). In California, Brothers (1984) attributed increased fire along the Owens
River to more use of the riparian zones by campers and fishermen in the past 30 years.

Critical habitat
The primary constituent elements of designated critical habé&diased on riparian plant
species, structure and quality of habitat and insects for prey.

1. Primary Constituent Elemend1 Riparian vegetationRiparian habitat along a dynamic
river or lakeside, in a natural or manmade successional environment (fognfstging,
migration, dispersal, and shelter) that is comprised of trees and shrubs (that can include
Gooddings willow, coyote willow, Geyero6s
willow, pacific willow, boxelder, tamarisk, Russian olive, buttash, cottonwood, stinging
nettle, alder, velvet ash, poison hemlock, blackberry, seep willow, oak, rose, sycamore, false
indigo, Pacific poison ivy, grape, Virginia creeper, Siberian elm, and walnut) and some
combination of:

(a) Dense riparian vegetation withickets of trees and shrubs that can range in height
from about about 6 to 98 ft. Lowstature thickets (6 to 13 ft tall) are found at higher
elevation riparian forests and tallature thickets are found at middle and lower
elevation riparian forests;

Wi
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(b) Areas of dense riparian foliage at least from the ground level up to approximately 13
ft above ground or dense foliage only at the shrub or tree level as a low, dense
canopy;

(c) Sites for nesting that contain a dense (about 50 percent to 100 percentsinedor
(or both) canopy (the amount of cover provided by tree and shrub branches measured
from the ground);

(d) Dense patches of riparian forests that are interspersed with small openings of open
water or marsh or areas with shorter and sparser vegetadiocreates a variety of
habitat that is not uniformly dense. Patch size may be as small as 0.25 ac or as large
as 7175 ac.

2. Primary Constituent Elemend2insect prey populationg\ variety of insect prey
populations found within or adjacent to rigarifloodplains or moist environments, which
can include: flying ants, wasps, and bddgnienopterg dragonflies Qdonatg; flies
(Diptera); true bugsklemipterg; beetles Coleopterd; butterflies, moths, and caterpillars
(Lepidopterd; and spittlebugsHomoptera.

The physical and biological features)VFL critical habitat are the principal biological or
physical elements essential39VFL conservation which may require special management
considerations or protection (USFWS 28113We primarily identified the features and functions
of rivers that generat8WFL habitat and its food such as low gradient/broad floodplains, water,
saturated soil, hydrologic regimes, elevated groundwater, and fine sediments, etc. (USFWS
2013).

Pad Consultations

Since listing in 1995, at least 228 Federal agency actions have undergone (or are currently under)
formal section 7 consultation throughout 8&FLO6 s r ange . Thi s |ist of
maintained in our office We concluded in our biogical opinion for the Southwestern Regional

Land Resource Management Plan (LRMP) (USFWS 200522#13-F-366) that ongoing

upland grazing associated with Management Area 6J (Code 1423) of Tonto Creek on the Tonto
National Forest would cause a dethalresponse-g) to theSWFL The conclusion in the

LRMP that continued grazing can facilitate decreased bank stabilization, increaséf] run

increased sedimentation, increased erosion, and reduced capacity of soils to hold water. These
factors would redce the occurrence, longevity, and quality of the habigested Primary

Constituent Elements &WFL critical habitat. The LRMP was completed prior to the USFS
adopting a policy of rangeland adaptive management in Chapter 90 of FSH 2209.13. Since
SWFL critical habitat was finalized in 2005, at least 33 formal opinions have been completed in
Arizona (within and outside designated critical habitat). While many opinions were issued for

the previous critical habitat designation, the stream reaches anduwmamstiements have

changed.

Activities continue to adversely affect the distribution and extent of all stag@4&/bt. habitat
throughout its range (development, urbanization, grazing, recreation, native anakiven

habitat removal, dam operations,aicrossings, ground and surface water extraction, etc.).
Introduced tamarisk eating leaf beetles were not anticipated to persist within the range of the
southwestern willoBWFL However, they were detected within the breeding habitat (and
designated dical habitat) of theSWFLin 2008 along the Virgin River near the Town of St.
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George, Utah. In 2009, beetles were also known to have been detected defoliating habitat within
the range oEWFL habitat in southern Nevada, and along the Colorado Rivaeittand

Canyon and near Shiprock in Arizona. Stochastic events also continue to change the distribution,
quality, and extent cBWFL habitat.

Conservation measures associated with some consultations and Habitat Conservation Plans have
helped to acquireahds specifically foBWFLs on the San Pedro, Verde, and Gila rivers in AZ

and the Kern River in CA. Additionally, along the lower Colorado River, the U.S. Bureau of
Reclamation is currently attempting to establish riparian vegetation to expand andeitti@ov

distribution and abundance of nestlB@/FLs. A variety of Tribal Management Plans in CA,

AZ, and NM have been established to guide conservation &Wie.s. Additionally, during

the development of the critical habitat rule, management plans eeetoded for some private

lands along the Owens River in CA and Gila River in NM. These are a portion of the
conservation actions that have been establish

YELLOW -BILLED CUCKOO

The Western Distinct Population Segment (DB&he yellowbilled cuckoowas listed as a
threatened species on October 3, 2014 (USFWS 2014a). Critical habitat was proposed on
August 15, 2014 (USFWS 2014b).

Physical Characteristics

Adult yellow-billed WYBCs have moderate to heavy bills, somewdlangated bodies and a

narrow yellow ring of colored bare skin around the eye. The plumage is ghbagish above

and white below, with reddish primary flight feathers. The tail feathers are boldly patterned with
black and white below. They are a medisized bird about 12 inché&s length, and about 2
ouncedn weight. Males and females differ slightly; the males have a slightly smaller body size,
smaller bill, and the white portions of the tail tend to form distinct oval spots. In females the
white spots are less distinct and tend to be connected (Hughes 1999).

Morphologically, the yellowbilled cuckoos throughout the western continental United States

and Mexico are generally larger, with significantly longer wings, longer tails, and longer and

deeper bills (Franzreb and Laymon 1993). Birds with these characteristics occupy the Western

DPS and we refer t o -billkeécnu cakso ot.hoe AQwelsyt atrhne yWd slt
listedas a threatened speci&SFWS 2014). WYBCs in the west arrive atie breeding

grounds 4 to 8 weeks later than eastern yeldled cuckoos at similar latitude (Franzreb and

Laymon 1993, Hughes 1999

Distribution

TheWYBC is a member of the avian family Cuculidae and is a Neotropical migrant bird that
winters in Soth America and breeds in North America. The breeding range of the entire species
formerly included most of North America from southeastern and western Canada (southern
Ontario and Quebec and southwestern British Colombia) to the Greater Antilles amtdmorth
Mexico (AOU 1957, AOU 1983, AOU 1998).
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Based on historical accounts, WW&Y'BC was formerly widespread and locally common in
California and Arizona, more narrowly distributed but locally common in New Mexico, Oregon,
and Washington and uncommon along the western front of the Rocky Mountains north to British
Columbia (AOU 1998, Hugls1999). The species may be extirpated from British Colombia,
Washington, and Oregon (Hughes 1999). WRéBC is now very rare in scattered drainages in
western Colorado, Idaho, Nevada, and Utah, with single, nonbreeding birds most likely to occur
(USFWS2001). The largest remaining breeding areas are in southern and central California,
Arizona, along the Rio Grande in New Mexico, and in northwestern Medis&\(VS 2018B).

The current breeding population is low, with estimates of approximately 3% tpadrs north
of the Mexican border and another 330 to 530 pairs in Mexico for a total of 680 to 1,025
breeding pairsySFWS 2018).

WYBCs spend the winter in South America, east of the Andes, primarily south of the Amazon
Basin in southern Brazil, Payaay, Uruguay, eastern Bolivia, and northern Argentina (Ehelich

al. 1992, AOU 1998, Johnsaat al 2008b). The species as a whole winters in woody vegetation
bordering fresh water in the lowlands to 4,921 ft, including dense scrub, deciduous broadleaf
forest, gallery forest, secondary forest, subhumid and scrub forest, and arid and semiarid forest
edges (Hughes 1999). Wintering habitat of\WéBC is poorly known.

Migration

Little is known about migratory habitat for tiéYBC. WYBCs may be found ira variety of
vegetation types during migration, including coastal scrub, secondary growth woodland,
hedgerows, humid lowland forests, and forest edges from sea level to 8,125 ft (2(b@hes

1999). Additionally, during migration they may be foundimaller riparian patches than those

in which they typically nest. This variety of vegetation types suggests that the habitat needs of
theWYBC during migration are not as restricted as their habitat needs when nesting and tending
young.

Habitat and Lié History

Food

WYBCs forage primarily by gleaning insects from vegetation, but they may also capture flying
insects or small vertebrates such as frogs and lizards (Hughes 1999). They specialize on
relatively large invertebrate prey, including caterpilldmspidopterasp.),katydids
(Tettigoniidaesp.), cicadasCicadidaesp.), and grasshoppefSgeliferasp.)(Laymonet al.

1997). Minorprey includeseetles Coleopterasp.), dragonflies@donatasp.), praying mantis
(Mantidaesp.), flies Dipterasp.), spidersAraneaesp), butterflies Lepidopterasp.), caddis

flies (Trichopterasp.), cricketsGryllidae sp.), wild berries, and bird eggs and young (Laymon
et al. 1997, Hughes 1999). Prey species composition varies geographically. Their breeding
season may be timed to noide with outbreaks of insect species, particularly tent caterpillars
(Hughes 1999, USFWS 2001a) or cicadas (Johasah2007, Halterman 2009). In Arizona,
fledging occurred at the peak emergence of cicadas (Rosestlar§j982).

In the arid Westthese conditions are usually found in cottonwaoliow and mesquit@parian
associations along water coursesl in madrean Evergreen woodlands in the foothills and
mountains of southeastern Arizona and southwestern New Mexico (Cornell Lab of Ornitholog
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2012; Westland Resources 2013a, 2013b; American Birding Association 2Z0ig arrival of
birds and the timing of nesting are geared to take advantage of anyeshoabundance of prey.
In years of high insect abundan®®YBCs lay larger clutches {8 eggs rather than two), a
larger percentage of eggs produce fledged young, and they breed multiple tBress(ihg
attempts rather than one)(Laymeinal. 1997). WYBC food availability is largely influenced by
the health, density, and species of vatieh. Desiccated riparian sites produce fewer suitable
insects than healthy moist sites.

BreedingHabitat

WYBCsbreed in dense riparian woodlands, primarily of cottonw@mp(lus fremont)i

willow (Salixspp.), and mesquit®(osopisspp.), alongiparian corridors in otherwise arid areas
(Laymon and Halterman 1989, Hughes 1999). Dense undergrowth may be an important factor in
selection of nest sites. Occupied habitat in Arizona may also contain boxAeddenégundp
Arizona alder Alnus oblowifolia), Arizona walnut Juglans majoy, Arizona sycamore

(Platanus wrighti), oak Quercusspp.), netleaf hackberrggltis reticulatg, velvet ash

(Fraxinus veluting, Mexican elderberrySambuccus mexicanusamarisk Tamarixspp.; also

called salt cedar), and seepwilloBaccharis glutinosgCorman and Magill 2000). Surveys
conducted by the Arizona Breeding Bird Atlas (Corman and \@sevais 2005) reported 68
percent of th&VYBC observations were in lowland riparian woodlanoften containing a

variable combination of Fremont cottonwood, willow, velvet ash, Arizona walnut, mesquite, and
tamarisk (Corman and Wiggervais 2005). Narrow bands of riparian woodland can contribute
to the overall extent of suitable habitat. Adjat habitat on terraces or in the upland (such as
mesquite) can enhance the value of these narrow bands of riparian woodland.

Throughout th&VYBC range, a large majority of nests are placed in willow trees, but alder
(Alnusspp.), cottonwood, mesquitealmut Juglansspp.), box elder, sycamore, netleaf
hackberry Celtis laevigatavar. reticulata), soapberry$apindus saponar)aand tamarisk are
also used (Laymon 1980, Hughes 1999, Corman and Magill 2000 , Corman anG &isés
2005, Holmes et al. 2098 Tamarisk is also a riparian species that may be associated with
breeding under limited conditiond/YBC will sometimes build their nests and forage in
tamarisk, but there is usually a native riparian tree component within the occupied habitat
(Gaines ad Laymon 1984, Johnson et al. 2008a).

WYBCs reach their breeding range later than most other migratory breeders, often in June
(Rosenberg et al. 1982). They construct an unkempt stick nest on a horizontal limb in a tree or
large shrub. Nest heightrmges from 4 ft to (rarely) 100 ft, but most are typically below 30 ft
(Hughes 1999). The incubation period for W&BC is 9 to 11 days, and young leave the nest

at 7 to 9 days old. Although other species of cuckoos are often or always brood parasites of
other birdsWYBCsdo so only infrequently, possibly in response to high food resources that
allow rapid egg production (Fleischer et al. 1985). Nesting usually occurs between late June and
late July, but can begin as early as late May and continudaiatbeptember (Hughes 1999).

TheWYBC primarily breeds in riparian habitat along kgsadient (surface slope less than 3%)
rivers and streams, and in open riverine valleys that provide wide floodpladgitions (greater
than 325 ff. In the southwasit can also breed ihigh gradient drainages, andrrowerand
drierreaches of ripariaor Madrean Evergreen woodlahdbitat. Within the boundaries of the
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distinct population segment (DPS)(see Figure 2 at 78 FR 61631,) these riparian areas dre locate
from southern British Columbia, Canada, to southern Sinaloa, Mexico, and may occur from sea
level to 7,000 ft (or slightly higher in western Colorado, Utah, and Wyoming) in elevation. The
moist conditions that support riparian plant communities thatigee®VYBC habitat typically

exist in lower elevation, broad floodplains, as well as where rivers and streams enter
impoundments. In southeastern Arizona, howewefBCs were often found nesting along
intermittent drainages with dense stands of velvet mtsgnd netleaf hackberry (Corman and
Wise-Gervais 2005, AGFD 2011WYBCs arealso found irhigher mountain draages where
Arizona sycamoreirizona aldey or mixed oak assemblagase the dominant riparian species
(Cornell Lab of Ornithology 2012; Weand Resources 2013a, 2013b; American Birding
Association 2014) Dense understory foliage appears to be an important factor in nest site
selection, while cottonwood trees are an important foraging habitat in areas where the species
has been studied in {ffarnia (USFWS 2001). In the extreme southern portion of their summer
range in the States of Sonora (southern quarter) and Sinaloa, MAX&E;s also nest in

upland thorn scrub and dry deciduous habitats away from the riparian zone (Russell and Monson
1988), though their densities are lower in these habitats than they are in adjacent riparian areas.
At the landscape level, the available information sugges¥BC requires large tracts of
willow-cottonwood or mesquite forest or woodland for theiringsteason habitat. Habitat can

be relatively dense, contiguous stands, irregularly shaped mosaics of dense vegetation with open
areas, or narrow and linear.

Canopy cover directly above the nest is generally dense and averages 89 percent and is denser at
the South Fork Kern River (93 percent) and Bill Williams River (94 percent) than at the San

Pedro River (82 percent). Canopy closure in a plot around the nest averages 71 percent and was
higher at the Bill Williams River (80 percent) than at the Soutlik Rern River (74 percent) or

San Pedro River (64 percefibaymon et al. 1997, Halterman 2003, Halterman 2004, Halterman
2005, Halterman 2006).

The optimal size of habitat patches for the species are generally greater than 200 ac and have
dense canopglosure and high foliage volume of willows and cottonwoods (Laymon and

Halterman 1989) and thus provide adequate space for foraging and nesting. Tamarisk, a
nonnative tree species, may be a component of the habitat, especially in Arizona and New
Mexico. Sites with a monoculture of tamarisk aiuallyunsuitable habitat for the species. The
association of breeding with large tracts of suitable riparian habitat is likely related to home

range size. Individual home ranges during thedingeseason averagver 100 acand home

ranges up to 500 ac have been recorded (Laymon and Halterman 1987, Halterman 2009, Sechrist
et al. 2009, McNeil et al. 2011, McNeil et al. 2012).

In addition to the dense nesting groweYBCs need adequate foraging areas neandss.

Foraging areas can be less dense or patchy with lower levels of canopy covetydmela mix

of shrubs, ground cover, and scattered trees (USFWS, unpubl. @gtinal breeding habitat
contains groves with dense canopy closure andfakdiged anches for nest building with

nearby foraging areas consisting of a mixture of cottonwoods, willows, or mesquite with a high
volume of healthy foliagelSFWS 201B).
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Riparian habitat is dynamic, and species may move from one area to another oveYYiBEs

may nest at more than one location in a year. Some individuals also roam widely (several
hundred miles), apparently assessing food resources before selecting a nest site (Sechrist et al.
2012).

During movements between nesting attemgd¥BCs arefound at riparian sites with small

groves or strips of trees, sometimes less than 10 ac in extent (Laymon and Halterman 1989).
These stopover and foraging sites can be similar to breeding sites, but are smaller, narrower, and
lack understory vegetation wh compared to nesting sites.

Water and Humidity

Habitat for theNVYBC is largely associated with perennial rivers and streams that support the
expanse of vegetation characteristics needed by bredtRCs. The range and variation of
stream flow frequeng magnitude, duration, and timing that will establish and maiM&amBC
habitat can occur in different types of regulated and unregulated flows depending on the
interaction of the water and the physical characteristics of the landscape (Poff et al. 1997;
USFWS 2002, 201§.

Hydrologic conditions aitVYBC breeding sites can vary widely between years. At some
locations during low rainfall years, water or saturated soil is not available. At other locations,
particularly at reservoir inlets, riparian vegeia can be inundated for extended periods in some
years and be totally dry in other years. This is particularly true of reservoirs like Lake Isabella in
California, Roosevelt and Horseshoe Reservoirs in Arizona, and Elephant Butte Reservoir in
New Mexicq all of which have relatively larg&/YBC populations. This yedo-year change in
hydrology can affect food availability and habitat suitability\\é¥BCs. In some areas,

managed hydrologic cycles above or below dams can create temOf&@ habitat, lut may

not be able to support it for an extended time, or may support varying amounts of habitat at
different points of the cycle and in different years. Water management operations create varied
situations that allow different plant species to thrive nvwvater is released below a dam, held in

a reservoir, or removed from a lakebed, and consequently, varying amoWh\Y8af habitat

are available from month to month and year to year as a result of dam operations. During wet
years, habitat within a lake dtelow a dam can be flooded for extended periods and stressed or
killed. During dry years, habitat can be desiccated and stressed or killed because of lack of water
(Poff et al. 1997, Greco 1999, National Academy of Sciences 2002; USFWS 2008, 2013

Humid conditions created by surface and subsurface moisture appear to be important habitat
parameters foWYBC. The species has been observed as being restricted to nesting in moist
riparian habitat in the arid West because of humidity requirementsdoessful hatching and
rearing of young (Hamilton and Hamilton 1965, Gaines and Laymon 1984, Rosenberg et al.
1991). WYBCs have evolved larger eggs and thicker eggshells, which would help them cope
with potential higher egg water loss in the hotter, degerditions (Hamilton and Hamilton 1965,
Ar et al. 1974, Rahn and Ar 1974). A study on the South Fork Kern River showed that lower
temperatures and higher humidity were found at nest sites when compared to areas along the
riparian forest edge or outsideetforest (Launeet al. 1990). Recent research on the lower
Colorado River has confirmed tHatYBC nest sites had significantly higher daytime relative
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humidity (6 13% higher) and significantly lower daytime temperaturéd®Z lower) than
average foresd sites (McNeiet al.2011, McNeilet al.2012).

Subsurface hydrologic conditions are equally important to surface water conditions in

determining riparian vegetation patterns. Depth to groundwater plays an important part in the
distribution of ripaian vegetation an/YBC habitat. Where groundwater levels are elevated so
riparian forest trees can access the water, habitat for nesting, foraging, and mW/NBOS

can devel op and t hrSalixgooddingieand Frenont aptéoswood® mot o ws  (
regenerate if the groundwater levels fall below 6 ft (Shako&d.2 0 0 0 ) . Gooddi ngos
cannot survive if grouwwater levels drop below 10 #ind Fremont cottonwoods cannot survive

if groundwater drops below 16(Stromberget al. 1996). Abundant and healthy riparian

vegetation decreases and habitat becomes stressed and less productive when groundwater levels
are lowered (Strombergt al. 1996).

Conditions for Germination and Regeneration of Riparian Zone Trees

The abundance and disttion of fine sediment deposited on floodplains is critical for the
development, abundance, distribution, maintenance, and germination of trees in the riparian zone
that becom&VYBC habitat. These sediments become seedbeds for germination and growth of

the riparian vegetation upon whigYBCs depend. These sediments must be accompanied by
sufficient surface moisture for seed germination and sufficient ground water levels for survival

of seedlings and saplings (Stromberg 2001). The lack of hydrolagiegses, which deposit

such sediments, may lead riparian forested areas to senesce and become degraded and unable to
support the varied vegetative structure required§BC nesting and foraging.

Arizona

At present, it appe acoud bdaklawasi70 pairstyBCs,@arils popul
probably does not exceed 250 pairs. The population MW/HBC in Arizona is the largest in

the United StatesJSFWS 201B).

TheWYBC was historically widespread and locally common in Arizona (Phiélipes. 1964,
Groschupf 1987). Although Arizona probably contains the largest remaWRC population
among states west of the Rocky Mountains, the population has reportedly declined significantly
in distribution and abundance over the past 80 years (CorndaWese Gervais 2005). During
Arizona Breeding Bird Atlas surveys, nesting birds were found to be concentrated in western,
central, and southeastern Arizona. According to Corman and®ésais (2005)WYBCs

were found along most of the 25 drainages wlibey were reported historically but they are

now much more local in distribution. It is believed that the San Pedro River likely sustains the
largest single remaining population\MYBCs (Brandet al.2009).

In a survey in 1999 that covered 265 mig4&n) ofriver and creek bottom(& subset of

statewide WYBC habitat)l72 WYBCpairs and 81 single birds were located in Arizona

(Corman and Magill 2000)WYBC populations greater than 10 pairs are found at 12 locations

in Arizona: Bill Williams River,Colorado River, Gila River, Upper Cienega Creek,

Hassayampa River, San Pedro River, Santa Maria River, Verde River, Sonoita Creek, Santa Cruz
River, Altar Valley, and Agua Fria River. Sites with smaller populations are found at the
Roosevelt Lake complexipper Tonto Creek, Pinto Creek, Sycamore Creek in Pajarito
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Mountains, Oak Creek, Lower Cienega Creek, Babocomari River, Pinal Creek, Bonita Creek,
San Bernardino NWR, Hooker Hot Springs, Big Sandy River, and many smaller drainages.
However, many drainageéhave not been thoroughly surveyed and it is likely that some
additionalWYBC locations will be discovered. These include, but are not limited to the
mountain ranges of southeastern Arizona, Eagle Creek, and along the Gila, San Francisco, and
Blue Rivers WYBC sightings reported by birders between 15 June and gligkul1998 to

2014 in more than one year in southeastern Arizona mountain ranges iBcdugé&/alker,

Madera, and Montosa canyons in the Santa Rita Mountains; Carr Canyon, Ash Canyon, Garden
Canyon, Ramsey Canyon, and Miller Canyon in the Huachuca Mountains; Scotia Canyon and
Sycamore Canyon in the Atascosa/Pajarito Mountains; French Joe Canyon in the Whetstone
Mountains; Kitt Peak on Baboquivari Mountain; Harshaw Canyon and Paymaster Sphiag in
Patagonia Mountains; and a few locations in the Chiricahua Mountains (Cornell Laboratory of
Ornithology 2012).WYBC are breeding in at least some of these locations,netks

confirmed at Sycamore Canyon, Box Canyon, and Kitt Peak (American B&dsuriation

2014; Sebesta pers comm 20AGFD, unpublished data).

Arizona Sites with at Least 10 Years of Survey Data

Bill Williams River d In the mid1970s, an estimated 57 pairsd¥ BCs bred in the riparian

forest of the Bill Williams River delta (Gaines and Laymon 1984). Following the sustained high
water levels of 1983 to 1984 and 1986, which inundated and killed most of the cottonwoods and
willows along the Colorado Rive®WYBC numters also declined on the Bill Williams River

delta where similar habitat mortality occurred (Rosenkeérd.1991). In 1987, 17 pairs of

WYBCs were located at this site and a total of 25 to 30 pairs estimated to be present (Laymon
and Halterman 1987aBurveys were conducted regularly at this site from 1993 to 2002. The
breeding population fluctuated from a low of 6 to 9 pairs in 1999 to a high of 28 to 39 pairs in
2001 (Halterman 2003). In 2010, 12 to 31 pairs were estimated, and the most recgrihsurve
2011 estimated 9 to 23 pairs (McNeilal.2010, McNeilet al.2012). Bill Williams River

NWR is considered the largest, highest quality stand of suitable habitat TWiviBE along the

lower Colorado River (Johnsat al.2008a). Data from thistsi show an important, but

fluctuating, breeding population that has not recovered to 1977 levels.

Lower Colorado Rived The lower Colorado River on the Califormaizona border supported

an estimated 18%/YBC pairs in 1976 to 1977 (Gaines and Laymon4)98 number that had
declined an estimated 80 to 90 percent by 1986 (Laymon and Halterman 1987). In 2010, based
on intensive surveys, 8 to 18 pairs were estimatedaandvey in 2011 estimated 9 to 23 pairs

on the Arizona side of the Colorado Riverclexling the Bill Williams River (McNeikt al.

2010, McNeilet al.2012). Recent population estimates are well below the breeding population
in 1977, even though more area was surveyed.

Upper San Pedro Rivér The San Pedro River supports one of thedsrgemaining

populations o/WYBCs in the western U.S. (Brard al.2009). Krueper (1993) provides data on
the density oiNVYBCs and other obligate riparian songbirds in$a& Pedro Riparian National
Conservation Aredetween 1986 through 1991, during which grazing was retired in 1987, and
understory vegetation increased significantly
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Sonoita Creeld A 4-mi (6-km) segment of Sonoita Creek was surveyed seven years between
1976 and 1986 (Groschupf 1987 N YBC pairswere not estimated, but lows of 5 and 6
individuals were found in 1976 and 1986, respectively, and highs of 24 to 28 individuals were
found between 1977 and 1979. The site was surveyed again in 1998 and 1999, with 11 to 12
pairs and 8 to 9 sing®/YBCslocated (Corman and Magill 2000). In 2005, 17 individuals were
found while conducting bird surveys for Important Bird Area designation (Arizona Audubon
2012,http://iba.audubon.org/iha This population, while fluctuating, does not appear to have
decreaseth size from 1976 to 2005.

Verde Rived Surveys conducted in 2004 and 2005 at 37 sites within the Verde River watershed
were done at historical sites (16) whév& BCs were previously detected in 1998 to 1999 and at
random sites (21) with riparian forebtt appeared to be suitable nesting habitat (Ho&#habk

2008). In the 2 years, 59 percent of sites had detections; 75 percent of historical sites and 48
percent of random sites (Holmesal.2008). Holmegt al.(2008) confirmed nesting at five

sites and found evidence of probable breeding at nine additional sites. The maximum number of
detections during any one survey period was 23 in 2004 and 31 in 2005.

Threats
TheWYBC is threatened by two of the five threat factors evaluated (A and E).

Fador A. The Present or Threatened Destruction, Modification, or Curtailment of Its Habitat or
Range

Within the three States with the highest historical numb®v¥BC pairs, past riparian habitat
losses are estimated to be about 90 to 95 percent in Ari@0meercent in New Mexico, and 90

to 99 percent in California (Ohmart 1994, U.S. Department of Interior 1994 aat4995,

Greco 2008).

The primary threat to thé&/YBC is loss or fragmentation of higduality riparian habitat suitable

for nesting (@rman and Wis&ervais 2005). Habitat loss and degradation from several

interrelated factors include alteration of flows in rivers and streams, encroachment into the
floodplain from agricultural and other development activities, stream channelization and
stabilization, diversion of surface and ground water for agricultural and municipal purposes,
livestock grazing, wildfire, establishment of nonnative vegetation, drought, and prey scarcity due
to pesticides (Ehrliclet al. 1992, Wiggins 2003JSFWS 201B). Drought and prey scarcity

(especially the loss of sphinx moth caterpillars to pesticides in the West) appear to play a role in
yellow-billed cuckoo declines even where suitable nesting habitat remains (Ehrich992).

These factors also contributefragmentation and promote conversion to nonnative plant species
and increased incidence of wildfifisrueper 1993; USFWS 2001, 20)3IA potential factor
contributing to declines across the spatci eso
on its wintering grounds in South America where little is known of its ecology or distribution
(Ehrlich et al.1992). The threats affectinfYBC habitat are ongoing. Such a loss of riparian

habitat leads not only to a direct reductioMiiY BC numbers bt also leaves a highly

fragmented landscape, which can reduce breeding success through increased predation rates and
barriers to dispersal by juvenile and adiYBCs (USFWS 2018).
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Factor E. Other Natural or Manmade Factors Affecting Its Contigxestence

Factor E threats, including habitat rarity and small, isolated populations \6f¥B&, cause the
remaining populations in western North America to be increasingly susceptible to further
declines through lack of immigration, chance weather eyéuatsuating availability of prey
populations, pesticides, collisions with tall vertical structures during migration, spread of the
introduced tamarisk leaf beetlBiprhabdaspp.) as a biocontrol agent in the Southwest, and
climate change. The ongoing¢at of small overall population size leads to an increased chance
of local extirpations through random events (Thompson 1961, McGill 1975, Witale

1986).

Habitat for theVYBC has been modified and curtailed, resulting in only remnants of formerly
large tracts of native riparian forests, many of which are no longer occupisY B¢s.

Despite recent efforts to protect existing, and restore additional, riparian habitat in the
Sacramento, Kern, and Colorado Rivers, and other rivers in the ranga/ ¥ BC, these efforts
offset only a small fraction of historical habitat that has been lost. Therefore, we expect the
threat resulting from the combined effects associated with small and widely separated habitat
patches to continue to affect a large ortof the range of th&/YBC. This threat is

particularly persistent where small habitat patches are in proximity to halesed landscapes,
such as near agricultural fields that dominate the landscape in many areas WAeY&@e

occurs. As a resulthé potential exists for pesticides to directly affect (poisoning individual
WYBCs) and indirectly affect (reducing the prey base) a large portion of the species. These
effects could ultimately result in lower population abundance and curtailment of usiedc

range. Mortality from collisions with tall structures is also an ongoing, but largely unquantified
effect. We recognize that climate change is a critical issue with potentially sevemangiiey
effects on the species and its habitat. The avaiksdentific literature suggests that the effects of
climate change will likely exacerbate multiple existing threats t&MN&C and its habitat.

Proposed Critical Habitat
The primary constituent elementsprbposectritical habitat are based on rigar plant species,
structure and quality of habitat and adequatpreybase

1. Primary Constituent Elemend1 RiparianwoodlandsRiparian woodlands with mixed
willow-cottonwood vegetation, mesquiteorn forest vegetation, or a combination of these
that contain habitat for nesting and foraging in contiguous or nearly contiguous patches that
aregenerallygreater than 325 ft in widthnd 200 ac or more in extent. These habitat patches
contain one or more nesting groves, which are generally wilomvinated, have above
average canopy closure (greater than 70 percent), and have a cooler, more humid
environment than the surround ripariand upland habitats.

2. Primary Constituent Elemend2Adequatereybase Presence of a prey base consisting of
large insect fauna (for example, cicadas, caterpillars, katydids, grasshoppers, large beetles,
dragonflies) and frogs for adults and youndpieeding areas during the nesting season and
in postbreeding dispersal areas.

3. Primary Constituent Elemend3Dynamic riverine processeRiver systems that are
dynamic and provide hydrologic processes that encourage sediment movement and deposits
that dlow seedling germination and promote plant growth, maintenance, health, and vigor
(e.g. lower gradient streams amabadfloodplains, elevated subsurface groundwater table,
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and perennial rivers and streams). This allows habitat to regenerate at rgguafg,
leading to riparian vegetation with variously aged patches from young to old.

The physical and biological featuresWwiYBC proposectritical habitat are the principal
biological or physical elements essentialM&yBCs conservation which may require special
management considerations or protecfid8FWS 2014 The proposed critical habitat
rule identifies the following physical or biological features\YBC habitat to include
(USFWS 2014b):

1. Rivers and streams of lowgradient and more open valleys with a broad floodplain.

2. Presence of abundant, large insect fauna (for example, cicadas, caterpillars, katydids,
grasshoppers, large beetles, and dragonflies) and frogs during nesting season.

3. Flowing rivers and streams, glted subsurface groundwater tables, and high humidity.

4. Flowing perennial rivers and streams and deposited fine sediments.

5. Riparian trees including willow, cottonwood, aldétr{ussp.), walnut Juglanssp.),
sycamore Rlatanussp.), boxelderAcersp.), &h Fraxinussp.), mesquiteand tamarisk
that provide cover and shelter for foraging and dispeiN@Cs.

6. Blocks of riparian habitat greater than 200 ac in extent and greater than 325 ft in width,
with one or more densely foliaged, willedominated nestig sites and cottonwoed
dominated foraging sites.

ENVIRONMENTAL BASELI NE

The action area for the proposed action includes all areas directly and indirectly affected by the
proposed action, including effects of actions that are interdependent and itedrelde

proposed action. Thection areancludes all areas to be affected directly or indirectly by the
Federal action and not merely the immediate area involved in the action (50 CFR 840Be)2).
environmental baseline defines the current stattiseo$pecies and its habitat in the action area

to provide a platform to assess the effects of the action now under consultation.

Description of the Action Area

The action area consists of alghtproposedregetation managemesites, access routes toet
vegetation managemesites (as yet undeveloped), staging areas, and cutting collection areas.
Since many of thgegetation managemesites are surrounded by similar habitat there may be
effects from habitat removal that extends the action area bélyendgetation managemesite
boundaries.Thevegetation managemesites are linked by and would be accessed from existing
paved and unpaved roadsquiing no modifications by the projeand are therefore not

included in the action area.

A. STATUS OF THE SPECIES AND CRITICAL HABITAT WITH IN THE ACTION
AREA

Southwestern willow flycatcher

USFWSprotocol (Sogge et al. 2010) surveys for SWFL presence/absence were conduwsed a
all eight vegetation management sites from 2014 to 2bdltnson an@€alvo 2015 Johnson

pers. com 2016 Also, SWFL nests were also sought out advantageodsig.surveys covered

an area larger tharaeh vegetation management site. Not all vegetation management sites were
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surveyed in their entirety in any single seasBnt, with the exception of R10 (40.2 acres), all
other management sites had known flycatcher territories and figtsall, the number of

known SWFL territories detected from the surveys increased annually from 31 in 2014, 40 in
2015, and 69 in 2016 Similarly, detected nests increased each season from 15 inZ&itH,

2015, and 37 in 2016. By using the most recent recorded information from each management
site, a total of 95 SWFL territories are estimated to occur within the action area follbwiagd

of the 2016 season (R3=23, R4=41, R8=5, R9/10=6, R11=3, R14=9, RM#B)no

consideration for the nuances or territory configuration, overlap or any other complexity, 95
territories in 291 acres, represents about 3 acres per terfiRtEgse efer to Table 4 for detailed
SWEFL survey data.

Table 4. Total number B/FL nestsand territoriedocatedat 8 vegetation management sites
within action area from 2012016, uppe(Gila River, AZ.

Site Acres Total SWFL Nests per Site # Renest
WIFL Number of | (2014/2015/2016 results) | Attempts per Site
Habitat/ SWFL
Total Site | Territories
Acres per Site
R3 52.7/61.6 |2014=11 2014 =7 2015=6
2015 = 23 2015 =17
R4 16.3/31.1 |[2016=41 2016 = 18 2016 =3
R8 4.5/9.3 2014 =6 2014 =2 2014/15=0
2015=4 2015=2 2016 =1
2016 =5 2016 =4
R9 74.4/114.5 | 2015=9 2015=6 201916 =0
(R/10) 2016 =6 2016 =3
R11 5.3/28.7 2014 =3 2014 =1 0
R14 55.5/61.9 |2014=7 2014 =3 2014 =0
2016 =9 2016 =8 2016 =1
R15 40.2/40.2 |0 0 0
R18 42.6/63.4 | 2014 =4 2014 =2 2014 =0
2015=4 2015=14 2015=2
2016 =8 2016 =4 2016 =1
Totals | 291.5/ 2014 =31 2014 =15 2014 =0
410.9 2015 =40 2015 =29 2015=8
2016 = 69 2016 = 37 2016 =6

Sources of disturbance were assessed by Johnson and ZEHl®p, who found that roads and
cattle were located at all six surveyed sites within the action area.fdured/that the 7f4ercent
of theSWFL nests were at lea$64-328 ftfrom some type of disturbancep8rcentwere
betweerf8-131 ft away and anber 8 percentvere66-98 ftaway from the nest. The most
common impact noted ne8WFL nests were cattle evidence (i.e. trails and scat) and cattle
presence and which were commorsitesR3, R8, R10 and R1@ohnson and Calvo 2015)
Recreational activy was also observeat all sites either from people fishing, hunting and the
using ATVs(Johnson and Calvo 2015ATV impact in particularhas remained higat site
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R18. SiteR26 had the least amount of impact, yet trails and roads existed throtlghsiiée
(Johnson and Calvo 2015)

At surveyed siteqi 2015 the brown-headed Cowbird\olothrus ate) brood parasitism rate
was11 percent (Johnson and Calvo 2015pecifically, wood parasitism waobserved atites
R3 (13%), R8 (4%and R10 (8%]JJohnson and Calvo 2015Brood parasitism is relatively low
on this section of the Gila River compared to o®éfFL populations in the southwestohnson
and Calvo 2015) DuringSWFL surveys and nest searchitgown-headedowbirds were
incidentally dserved within each site. The highest number were detectédsir18 (n = 28),
R26 (n = 22) followed by R10 (n = 18).

Designated critical habitat for tf®VFL occurs from the upper end of Earven Flat in Arizona,
above the Town of Safford, throughet®afford Valley to the San Carlos Apache tribal boundary
in Gila, Graham, and Pinal Counties, Arizoml eightvegetation managemesites occur

within designated critical habitat. The area contains sufficient physical or biological features
includingPCEs 1 (riparian vegetation) and 2 (insect prey populatidtaiten (2016, Table 3)
satellitebased modeling found that predicted SWFL breeding habitat within the Upper Gila
Management Unit grew in amount from 2013 to 2015 by 41 percent.

Western yellowbilled cuckoo

Within the action arethere islimited information on WYBC distribution and abundanda.

2014, 20 total WYBGIetections (visual and vocalizations) were recorded incidental to the
SWEFL protocolsurveygSogge et al. 2010)n 2015, protocbsurveys were conducted sk of the
eightvegetation management sites (Halterman et al. 2(Ed&@)r surveys detected a total of 26
WYBC at the surveyed sites (Johnson and Calvo 2015). Sites R3 (n =7) and R26 (n = 7) had
highest number of detectionsllbwed by R18 (Johnson and Calvo 2015). All sites surveyed in
2015 had WYBC detections with the exception of site R8, which is dominated by tamarisk with
very little native vegetation (i.e. cottonwood/willow) (Johnson and Calvo 2015). Sites R10 and
R14both had fewer WYBC detections, which may be due to the limited amount of native
vegetation (i.e. cottonwood/willow) and the dominance of tamarisk (Johnson and Calvo 2015).
No WYBC nests were located in 2015 at any of the surveyed sites, nor was amygoreed
behavior (i.e. nest building, copulatidm)t nest searching and behavior were not the focus of
these surveysHowever WYBC were observed calling to each other and pairs were observed
during three different observatiofhnson and Calvo 2015)

Table 5. Total number ofNYBCs detected per survey site at Gila River, AZ, 2015. R11 was not
designated as\&egetation managemesite in 2016 and was accidently surveyed and had 2
WYBC detections.Only six of the eight vegetation management areas swexeyed in 2015.

Site Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 | Total Birds
Detected per Site
R3 3 3 1 0 7
R8 0 0 0 0 0
R10 1 1 0 0 2
R14 1 1 1 0 3
R18 3 1 1 0 5
R26 2 2 2 1 7
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Total Birds 12 8 5 1 26
Detected per
Survey

Available habitat in the action area consists primarily of tamarisk shrublands, with small patches

of cottonwoodGooddi ngbés will ow woodland. The only ar
2014, within the action area, are those with mature cottonwoods and/swlith a

tamarisk/willow understory, which are near R3 and R14. Such areas have a high canopy and
multi-layered understory. WYBCs in the action area are most likely to nest or be detected in

various associations of cottonwood, willow, velvet dataxinus veluting, Arizona walnut

(Juglans majoy, mesquite, and tamarisk. At the landscape scale, home ranges may vary in size
depending on seasonal food abundance, and the territories of nesting pairs may overlap one
another.

Previous to 204, the only obserationssince 2005ave been at the Fort Thomas Preserve,

which is owned and managed $#lt River Project (SRR)nd the Bureau of Reclamation
(Reclamationpnd is approximately half way betweesgetation managemesites R11 and

R14. Suitable breeding baat in the Fort Thomas Preserve consists of Atajtered riparian
vegetation patches of various sizes that are linked by stream channels or irrigation drainages.
Habitat ranges from mixendative (51 75% native tree species)nonnativedominated (>75%
nonnativetree species). Surveys in mixed native andnativehabitat on the southern portion of

the Fort Thomas Preserve yield significantly more WYBC detections than have tamarisk
dominated survey routes to the north. Surveys in 2007 recorded 76afeteatdramatic

increase from those reported in 2005 (two detections) and 2006 (three detections) (bahson
20064, b). Possible explanations include natural population fluctuations, an increase in survey
effort, survey effort shifting focus to highquality habitat, or a combination of factors.

Population numbers in the eastern United States are highly variable depending on food
availability (Eaton 1988) and western populations may fluctuate similarly. In 2007, breeding
pairs were concentrated on thauthern portion of the preserve in natd@minated gallery

forests. In 2009, 66 WYBC detections were recorded for the Fort Thomas Preserve study area
over four separate protocol surveys. Twenty incidental detections were also recorded. Results of
the suveys and observations indicated that five to seven pairs were present in the study area. In
2012, only 22 detections were recorded in the Fort Thomas Preserve surveys, with data
suggesting that only five to six pairs were present in the study area.

Theproposed critical habitat unit fa/YBC occurs along the Gila River in the action area and
begns approximately 12 mipstream of Safford and continues 66 miles downstream to the San
Carlos Reservoir. All fiveregetation managemesites occur within designatgudoposectritical
habitat. The area contains sufficient physical or biological features including PCEs 1 (riparian
woodlands), 2 (adequate prey base), and 3 (dynamic riverine procddee®ver, flows in the
action area a& strongly influenced by severalamannel irrigation diversions, bridge crossings,
and agricultural levees which affect the dynamic riverine processes.

In 2015,the WYBC habitat suitability was modeled for thegetation managemesites(Hatten
unpubl data).The model rates habitat suitability on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the most
suitable. There are 4,054 acres of WYBC habitat with suitability ratings of 3, 4, or 5 in the
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vicinity of themodifiedvegetatiormanagement sitgse., from Site R&nd the San Jose
Diversion Dam). The modifiedegetation managemesites contain 354.3 acres of WYBC
breeding habitat with suitability ratings of 3, 4, or 5 (TaB)le

Table 6. Acres of modeled suitable WYBC breeding habitat at the modifeadmensites.
! Area with habitat suitability rating of 3, 4, or 5.

Restoration Site size Acres of suitable
site (acres) habitat*

R3 61.6 60.2
R4 311 28.6
R8 9.3 9.3
R9 1145 95.7
R11 28.7 5.0
R14 61.9 60.0
R15 40.2 40.2
R18 63.4 55.3
Access roads 1.7 0.7
Total 412.6 355.0

B. FACTORS AFFECTING SPECIES ENVIRONMENT WI THIN THE ACTION AREA

The action areaurrounding theregetatiormanagement sitesccurs withinabouta 23 mile
stretchof the Safford Valley along th&ila River, from north Main Street between Pima and
Bryce downstream to Geronimo (see Figldg. Along this segment of river anditiin the

action area, the river is a legradient, braided, meandering channel bordered by a broad
floodplain. The floodplai that contains the riparian arganerally ranges in width from 1,000 to
4,600 feet, and typically narrows where it encounters moufriam cliffs and coalesced alluvial
fans (bajadas). In the action area, the ripaioamstis generally densely vegéta, with mixtures
of tamarisk and native woody vegetation. Outside of the immediate floodplain, the sites are
bordered by farmland, Sonoran Desert, and several towns and surrounding communities. During
low flow periods, the river is a narrow singleeal channel that may be intermittently dry in
some portions of the action area. Durpegiods of greater flowside-channels also convey flow
giving a more pronounced braided appearance to the river corridor. The entire corridor can
become inundated durinige largest floods.

The majority of theSaffordValley floor is privately owned, and cotton farming has been the
dominant lanelise activity since the miald" century. While much of the area is sparsely

developed, the largest urban center (and Countty B8da Safford, which supports a growing
population of around 10,0Qkopleaccording to the 2010 U.S. Census. Much of the upland

areas are held by BLM. In recent years, several parcels overlapping the river corridor have been
purchased by Freeport McMaR Copper & Gold (FMI; formerly Phelps Dodge Corporation) to
serve as mitigation sites. The SRP also manages a group of mitigation parcels near Fort Thomas
called the Fort Thomas Preserve.
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Hydrology

In most of the project action area, the Gila River exhirerennial flow (the river ategetation
managemergite R14 can go dry). These flows are punctuated by flashy runoff events during
winter andspring storms and summer monsoons. Daily flows in a given water year average

about 400 cubic feet per secormds] in the upper Gila River valley (from gages near Solomon

and at Calva), but decrease along its length, likely due to humanuwsat®(e.g., diversions,

wells) and riparian vegetation water use. Mean daily flows in the valley are typically less than
about 1,000 cfs for 9percentof the time (as recorded at both gages), andhess100 cfs and

10 cfs for 10 percerdf the time near the upstream and downstream ends of the valley (as
recorded near Solomon and at Calva), respectifélg.month oMarchtypically experiences

the highest mean monthly flows over a given water year, and August experiences the highest
flows from Summerthrough Rll. Annual peak flows in th8affordValley can be characterized

as Aflashyo: they ar éenmeangdalyfloves (eign458 asmesas i s o n
132,000 cfs), but usually span only a few hours to days. These flashy discharge dynamics, which
are common to large, dryland riverine systems, periodically result in dramatic geomorphic
changeThe amount of surfacflow and the location of the river chanmethe action area are

also bestrongly influenced by several-channel irrigation diversions, bridge crossings, and
agricultural levees.

Seasonal agricultural reoff directly influences the right/north baok vegetation management
site R18. There is an agricultural roff returnflow ditch that discharges directly into this area
during the irrigation seas@ndan abundance of very dense riparian and wetland vegetation
along the dischargeOther vegetatino management sites are likely indirectly influenced by
seasonal agricultural rewff. For example, a tributary discharges seasonally into the left/south
bank of site R18 that is likely a combination of tributary flow, roadoff, and agricultural

return fows; siteR14 is directly adjacent to a seasonally irrigated field with ditches that may
discharge rusoff into the site occasionallgjitesR11, R8, and R3 are not adjacent to agricultural
lands, but may be influenced by river flows that are seasonajiy@nted by agricultural return
flows upstream.

Vegetation

The most common vegetation type in the action area is tardoisiknated shrubland, which is
found under a relatively wide range of conditionke Bbundance of tamarisk ranges throughout
the acton area, to areas where it is nearly the only woody species present, to other stands where
there are greater mixturestaimariskc ot t o n wo o d willo&canddther nagvé sparian
shrubs. Vegetation density can range widely, from nearly continuous to opgrdéhtamarisk
cover, and canopy heights are typically no more than 16 feet. Dense stands of tamarisk near
flowing and standing water or wemoist soils are the primary nesting habitat of SWFL in the
action area. The herbaceous layer in tamat@kinated shrublands is low in floristic diversity,
comprised mostly of a sparse cover of nonnative bermuda @wassdon dactylonor
johnsongrasg§Sorghum halepenselamarisk can tolerate a wide variety of soil conditions, flood
and scour frequenciescreased groundwater depthsd are found from stream banks to more
mesic upland areas. Tamarisk is highly flammable and has fueled a numbes of flre action
area. In areas burned by the Clay Fire in March 2013 near Fort Thomas, nearly all of the

w
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tamarisk biomass was burned away, but just a year later all burnt tamarisk trees were observed to
be resprouting vigorously fromhie base

Thereare also stands of cottonwe@o oddi ngdés will ow woodl and i n f
along the outer margin of the riparian corridor and the banks of abandoned and/or high flow
channels, which form a dse, high canopy 130 ft tall. In the action areanost cottonwood

and Gooddingds willow trees are mature or dec
after the 199&nd 1995lood evens, and there appears to be very little to no recent natural

recruitment of either species. Tamarisk, and legnhaftesquite, still dominates the stdnopy

in these stands. In general, the herbaceous layer is very sparse to absent and the ground layer has
a moderate cover of downed wood and other organic litter. Cotton®ad d di ngds wi | | o
woodland typically occure/here substrates are silty or sandy, and generally dry, and at

elevations where they are frequently inundated by lower velocity floods but are not subject to

intense scouring. Cottonwoddo oddi ngbés wil |l ow woodl ands are i

Mixed riparian shrubland and narrowleaf willemulefat shrubland are found along the river

banks in the action area. A combination of tamarisk, mulefat, and/a@wieaf willow typically
dominatethe shrub layer, while bermudagrass, sacaton, and/or johnsongrasecur at low

cover in the herb | ayer. The tree |l ayer is ne
occasionally occur at low cover. Typicallyi3 perceniof the area is unvegetated sand or silt.

These vegetation types occur along the aativannel, as well as side channels, on silty,

typically moist substrates, where they are frequently inundated, in more or less continuous

narrow, sparse strips (see the riverbanks in photo insert at right). In many instances, these
vegetation types appetar be limited in extent as a result of shading from adjacent and taller

stature tamarisklominated shrublands.

The occurrence of specific riparian plant species exotic (tamarisk), native (willow and
cottonwood), or mixtures of the both within the actéwaas is largely a product of the

underlying landscape conditions of the rigSGS 2@0, USFWS 2002 In other words,

tamarisk flourishes largely because anthropogenic stressors degrade conditions favorable to
establishment of native trees and improweaditions favorable for tamarisk (Strombetcal.

2005). The distribution and abundance of tamarisk is symptomatic of the more difficult and
broader issue of land and water management and should be considered within the context of the
underlying physicahnd biological processes that shape the ecosystem (Stroetlzrg005).
Upstream water ussombined with surface water diversions and groundwater pumping
surrounding the action ar@athe Safford Valleyare likely significant factors thatreate

favorable conditions for tamarisk, while adversely affecting conditions where native plants can
thrive. Additionally, agricultural returfiow during the spring and summer months, when
tamarisk is becoming established, creates further advantageousormnidit tamarisKUSFWS
20149.

Review of PreviouSO-acreVegetation Management Results

Monitoring plots were established at R18 on the north and south banks, as this was the most
completely treated site before the ApritiBut-off date. Thus, it exgrienced a full growing

season, which allowed for both natural recruitment, argppreuting of the treated tamarisk

stumps. The plots that were treated on the north bank of R18 (Class 3 tamarisk) averaged 1,355
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tamarisk stumps per acre. The plots thatertreated on the south bank of R18 (Class 3

tamarisk) averaged 4,065 tamarisk stumps per acre. From those stumps on the north bank, an
average of 1,537 rsproutswvere observedoming back from the stump and/or recruiting. From

those stumps on the sautank, an average of 4,162ggroutswere observedoming back from

the stump and/or recruitingfherefore thetamarisk treatment protocelas adaptetb stress the

need tso ufimMpoow t he tamari sk, such t hadtcrawhe her bi
which should improve effectiveness

Passive reestablishment of native plant species was more rapid than anticghdbedinitial

vegetation management sites first effort at documenting thie-establishment of native
speciesnvolved mapph g fAr ecr ui t Reecrrtu i e vimeeandeBnedas thenit 0
establishment of greater than 100 stems of naipaian obligate tree specitdsat are taller than

6 feet, in an area less than 0.25 acres. According to these metrics, two such everdsuneac

on the north bank of R18. Ropulus fremontirecruitment event occurred when 146

cottonwood trees, ranging between 6 and 12 feet tall, established on a 0.33 acre area (equivalent
to 111 trees per 0.25 acres)SAlix exiguaecruitment event aurred when 126 coyote willow

trees, ranging between 6 and 8 feet tall, established on a 0.01 acre area (equivalent to 3,150 trees
per 0.25 acres).

As of December 201% high rate of planting success for the container stock introduced from the
GWP Native Plant Nurserfras been observebut much less success of the pole plantings that
were placed in early March of 201%he container stockay have had higheauccess due to the
planting zones and the strategic timing of the plantings to coincide \ntkvants. The lower
success of thpole plantingnay have beedue to the use of the water auger not allowing for the
accurate determination of whether the poles were being planted in the water taples<ably
because many of the trees from whichwere harvesting poles had begun to come out of
dormancy when we were trying to plant (and thus were focusingyeaengroducing foliage as
opposed to root growth).

The preliminary monitoring results from this past year suggest there is uncertaintynthethe
project is on a trajectory to achieve its project goals and objectiMasural recruitment may

assistn establishing dense stands of native riparian tree sped@$e®t tallwhich will be
supplemented by the proposed project thrangloducng additional species that may not
naturallyrecruit aswell (Salix gooddingii Sporobolus airoidedProsopis velutinglycium

torreyi, etc). However, many tamarisk plantssprouted at the treated sites compared to those
that were removed. We have information yet about the configuration, density, or persistence

of plants and plant species in the near future or distant future, or to what extent breeding SWFL
may use these management sites. Between natural processes (floods, drought) and the vegetatio
management proposed, there is still uncertainty to what extent these efforts will provide short
term or longterm benefits for SWFLs ,Western yelldwlled cuckoos and their designated and
proposed critical habitats.

TamariskLeafBeetle

Hatten (2016) pplied satellite modeling to predict the amount and distribution of potential

SWEFL breeding habitat across the southwestern United States and evaluated potential impacts by
the leaf beetle along the upper Gila River (including the Action Area). . Tihaindgs
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predicted a 53.1 percent loss of predicted flycatcher habitat for a 44 stream mile reach of the
upper Gila River from the confluence with Bonita Creek downstream to Goodwin Wash (4.35
stream miles downstream of Fort Thomas) (Hatten 2016).

EFFECTS OF THE ACTION

Effects of the action refer to the direct and indirect effects of an action on the species or critical
habitat, together with the effects of other activities that are interrelated and interdependent with
the action that will be added to tlemvironmental baseline. Interrelated actions are those that are
part of a larger action and depend on the larger action for their justification. Interdependent
actions are those that have no independent utility apart from the action under consideration.
Indirect effects are those that are caused by the proposed action and are later in time, but are still
reasonably certain to occur.

Southwestern Willow Flycatcher

The project is being implemented by the Gila Watershed Partnership in anticipation of the
impending arrival of the tamarisk leaf beetle, which defoliates and killsaheativetamarisk
that currently provides nesting habitat 8/VFLs in the project areaOne of the goalsf the
project is to improve habitat to beneé®¥WFL populations, which absent the project would be
expected to banpactedby the unavoidable effects caused by the tamarisk leaf beetle.
However, shorterm adversendirecteffectsto the SWFL and its critical habitadre expected

to occur as a result of the project.

The proposed conservation measures are anticipated to be effective in reducing the adverse
effects of the proposed action. Scheduling vegetation removal actdities theOctober 1

to April 14 work periodwill avoid directeffects during the nesting seasuwihile SWFLsare

on their wintering grounds in Central America or northern South America. Therefore, no
direct impacts t&WFLs their nestingattemptsgggs © youngare expected toccur.

Avoiding habitat removal withithe immediate area surrounding kndBWWFL nest areaand

minimizing clearingaccessouteswithin occupiedor highly suitablehabitat,will minimize,

but not eliminatendirectSWFL impacts

Riparian habitat in the Southwest is naturally rare and patchy, occurring as widely separated ribbons
of forest in a primarily arid landscape. In Arizona, for example, riparian habitat comprises less than
0.5 percent of the landscape (Strong and Bock)18@e-ranging or highly mobile species that

rely on naturally patchy habitats, such asSiéFL, persist at regional scales as npatpulations,

or local breeding groups that are linked together and maintained over time through immigration and
emigration(Pulliam and Dunning 1994SFWS2002).SWFLs, as nedropical migrants, have

high site fidelity to the location of breeding patches, returning to thearaamo breed annually
(USFWS2002). It isanticipatedhat the individuals that established resttoriesin 2016would
retunin20. Per si stence of | ocal breeding groups
individuals) and the ability of individuals to disperse from one breeding location to another.

Tamarisk removal, clearing of nesecess routes, and selective clipping of willow esttbnwood
cuttings for propagation may temporarily and indirectly affect SWFL habitat thtioeighorterm
loss of nesting and/or foraging habitat, between the time of tamarisk remosaffameht gowth of
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native vegetation. Decreased cover due to clearing of tamarisk may imateasd# nest predation and
brood parasitism by cowbirds, reducing the suitability of nekttiat.Creatinggapsin vegetation
mayincreasetemperatureandlower relgive humidityin the habitatpatchesreducingthesuccess

of egg hatchinggroductivityof insectsandthereforethe overallsuitability of nesting and foraging
habitat.The replacement of habitat structure lost by removing tamarisk by native vegetation is
expected to take approximately five yeareeshortterm effects to nesting SWFLs and the number of
territories by the removal of habitat within the action areabeilininimized by the restablishment of
native woody plant species (primarily willow) within these management sites. Project site selection
identified that these management sites have a greater likelihood of being able to grow native species
due to appragate soil and groundwater conditions.

Removal of tamarisk at the modified vegetation management sites and establishing new access routes
will occur within a maximum 400 acre area where migrant willow flycatchers may occur. The removal
of riparian habitatvithin these disconnected eight vegetation management areas remains a relatively
small fraction of the overall amount of riparian habitat across thmsilZ3segment of the upper Gila

River. Because migrant SWFLs are able to take advantage of a mudgr lopaelity of riparian

habitat for shelter, cover, and food and will use areas briefly as they move onto other locations, we do
not anticipate significant impacts to occur to migrating SWFLs from this habitat removal over the life
of the project. Therefe the overall small amount of Gila River habitat temporally affected by this
project is not expected to substantially influence the overall quality of migration habitat or adversely
affect migrating SWFL behavior. We expect they will utilize unaffectedadble habitat and take
advantage of the new habitat that becomes established through planting or natural recruitment.

Within the overall 400 acre action area, there is an estimated 291.9 acres of habitat identified as suitable
flycatcher breeding habit. All of these areas have been surveyed since 2014, resultingiosthe

recent estimate of 95 territories in 20The amount of vegetation required by nesting flycatchers

varies depending on the habitat quality. Salt River Project, when usingabea®Game an d Fish
Depart ment and U.S. Geological Surveyods (Hat t
estimated that about 11 acres of vegetation overall is needed to support a single territory (USFWS
2003). Within that broader acreage efetation, flycatchers defend territories of various sizes ranging
from 0.15 to 5.68 acres, with territories more typically ranging frori 0.8 acres in size. Stillwater

Science (2014) estimated the average SWFL nest territory size at 2.2 acrdareltiepending on

various seasonal conditions and degree of breeding site occupancy, we can only estimate how many
flycatcher territories may be affected by the project. Using broad average estimates of 0.8 to 2.2 acres
of riparian habitat defended perrtry and if all suitable flycatcher breeding habitat within the Action

Area were occupied, the modified project has the potential to affect 132 to 364 nest territories.

However, a more sitgpecific estimate could be used based upon the 291.9 aareagyed within the

project area angiterritories detected, which equalsout 3.1 acres per territoryAlthough many of

those 291.9 acres contain native trees and shrubs, where only selective tamarisk removal will occur, or
include the stream bank oftiila River, which will be avoided.

A total of95territories were identified in aboéB percent of the overall modified vegetation

management (291.9 acres of 400 total acreage) sites during 2014, 2015, and 2016 surveys (Johnson and
Calvo 2015). It is likely SWFL habitat within these 400 acres will continue to change (improve or

decline) in quality throughout implementation of the project, shifting the location and abundance of
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territories within the action area. Continued surveys throughout tbe actia will help to identify
these shifts in abundance and location throughout the project in order to best minimize impacts .

Given the nest site fidelity of SWFL, there is the likelihood that removal of tamarisk at identified

nesting locations will acersely affect future breeding opportunities during the anticipategdee

native vegetation recovery window. The conservation measure which requirksoat8dfer around

occupied nest sites will minimize, but not eliminate the risk of SWFL nohneguio previously

established nest$ior to initiation of tamarisk removal within suitable SWFL nesting habitat, a

gualified biologist will evaluate the site and identify areas to be avoided during project activities. Also,
protocol surveys will be ewlucted for SWFL by a qualified and permitted biologist on an annual basis

to assess project effects prior to tamarisk removal, and data collected during these surveys will be used
to establish buffers around any new nest and territory locations.

While small buffers (90 ft) will be placed around known nests and territories, not all nests and
territories may be known within the action aré&WFL habitat modeling based on remote sensing
and GIS data found that breeding site occupancy is influenced by@geharacteristics
surrounding a territorfJSFWS 2002).This same model was usedcanclude that an 11-4cre
Anei ghb orahreasouhble estianate of habitat needed by adult and ju@dkifé.sfor
refuge and foraging near nests and territqi$#P 20@). Therefore, th removal of parian habitat
from theseeight vegetatiomanagement areasanticipated to remove vegetatioom within SWFL
territories,jmportanthabitat surrounding territory boundaries, andljikundetected areased fomest
placementBased on SWFL breeding habitat suitability modeling (Sectioaf82 addendun))
tamarisk removal at theodifiedvegetation managemesites may temporarily affect no more than 8
percenbf the total suitable SWHhreeding habitat in thection areaAs such, while tamarisk removal
and revegetation ccurring and developing at the modifiegetation managemesites, there will
remain asuitableamount ohesting habitatapproximatelyequivalento 1,484 nest territories) in the
actionareafor SWFL tonaturally disperse to.

ThePCEsof SWFL critical habitat as described in the status of the species seetiethose
habitatelementghat providesufficientriparianhabitatfor breedingnon-breedingterritorial,
dispersingandmigrating SWFLs andto SWFLsthroughoutheirrange andprovidethose
habitatcomponentgssentiafor conservatiorof thesubspeciesShorttermeffectson PCEs
areexpectedluringthe habitatvegetation managemeptocessbetweerthe time of removalof
tamariskandthe growth of sufficientstructureof nativevegetation.Overall,however the
projectis intended(andexplicitly designedjo improveSWFL habitat which,absenthe
project,would beexpectedo be harmedby theunavoidableffectscausedy thetamariskieaf
beetle Theprojectis expectedo haveshorttermadversesffectsonthe PCEsof designated
critical habitat,butin thelonger termis intendedo improvetheseP CEsandthe overallquality
of SWFL habitat.

Theprojectis likely to cause temporagdversesffecs toSWFLs and their criticahabitat
Approximately291.9acresof suitableSWFL habitatwill betemporarilyaffectedby selective
tamariskremovaland accessouteclearingactivities. We can anticipate that throughout the
implementation of the project, this total amount of suitable habitat will shift in quidliywever this
anticipatedemporaryeffectto the SWFL and iteabitatneedsshould beviewedin comparisorio
whatwould beexpectedf this habitatvegetation management projearenot undertakenln



Ms. Sallie Diebolt 43

theabsencef this project,habitatlossor alteration over much of these aagsesxpectedo occur

dueto theexpectedrrival of thetamariskleaf beetle. This likely outcomewould leadto the

alteration of SWFL habitat and could impact the productivity of these territories. By completing
this project in advance of the beetlebds arriwv
downstream of these management sttesjntent is to create more native dominated habitat

which would be expected to reduce the impact of the leaf béettentrast, waiting to implement

this project following impacts from the beetle, when SWFL populations may be depressed, isolated, and
with fewer individuals could increase the probability of local extinciarlia@m and Dunning 1994,

USFWS 2002) However, because this is a dynamic system with significant stressors (groundwater
extraction, surface water diversion, cattle grazing, erohe to devastating floods, the primary benefit

of this project is expected to be skerim in nature and minimized once the next large flood event

occurs. We anticipate the vegetation community and riparian plant species that will return follewing th
floods will largely be reliant on the surrounding natural existing conditions (groundwater, watershed,

soil, etc.) and the stressors that affect them (USFWS 2013,-8585h1

Western Yellow-billed Cuckoo
We present occupancy and habitat use data finenmiost recent WYBC surveys, above.

Vegetation management in the area may temporally change the habitat conditionsgstétieon
management site€reatinggapsin vegetatiormayincreasetemperatureandlower relative
humidityin the habitatpatchesreducingthe success of egg hatchingpductivityof insectsand
thereforethe overallsuitability of nesting and foraginigabitat. Theselectiveclipping of

willow andcottonwoodcuttingsfor propagatiorcouldalsoaffect WYBChabitat,but
conservationmeasuresninimizetherisk of negativeampactsby limiting theamountsand
locationsof suchcuttings. Clippings will be made either from areas within the vegetation
management site or outside of WYBC habitat, irrigation ditches that catitaigers of
vegetation.

The longterm effects to WYBC by the removal of habitat within the action area will be minimized

by the reestablishment of native woody plant species (primarily cottonwood and willow) within

these management sites in approxitgdiee years. Project site selection identified that these
management sites have a greater likelihood of being able to grow native species due to appropriate
soil and groundwater conditions. As a result of this portion of the Gila River being umeghlat
impacts of this project are limited by the length of time until the next large flood event that removes
and alters vegetation through this area.

Removal of tamarisk at the modifiedgetation managemesites andat new access routes

will occur ona maximum of 355.0 acres (354.3 acregdgetation managemesites and 0.7
acres on access roads) of suitable WYBC habwaYBC require large blocks of riparian

habitat for breeding. Home ranges are large, vary in size depending on seasonal food
abundnce, and overlap greatly both between members of a pair and between neighboring
pairs.Individual home ranges during the breeding season average over 100 acres, and home
ranges up to 697 acres have been recorded (Laymon and Halterman 198i73p. 31
Halterman 2009, p. 93; Sechrist et al. 2009, p. 55; McNeil et al. 2010, p. 75; McNell et al.
2011, p. 37; McNeil et al. 2012, p. 69; McNeil et al. 2013a, pp. 138 McNeil et al. 2013Db,

pp. 4952). In a study on the Rio Grande in New Mexico, Sechrist €G09, p. 55)
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estimated a large variation in home range size, ranging from 12 to 697 acres, and averaging 202
acres using the Minimum Convex Polygon method. In a study on the upper San Pedro River

in Arizona, Halterman (2009, pp. 67, 93) also estimatkge variation in home range size,

ranging from 2.5 to 556 acres, and averaging 126 acres using the Minimum Convex Polygon
method.

At the landscape level, the amount of cottonweatlow -dominated vegetation cover and the
width of riparian habitat inflencesNVYBC distribution and abundance (Gaines and Laymon
1984).

We consider the size and juxtoposition of vegetation management sites in evaluating the effects
on remaining habitat and WYBChe modified project has the potential to affAtYBCs

using the 355 acres in tlBeregetation management sitéBhe 355 acres of suitable habitat
planned for removal ranges from 5 to 95.7 acres. One or more WYBC home ranges may
overlap with each vegetation management $ecause WYBC home ranges chang®y in

size, and often overlap, it is not possible to know how nveMBCs will be affected between

the time habitat is removed and repladd@ny of those 355 acres are dominated by native
trees and shrubsith tamarisk in the understory, a habitat knawibe used by breeding

WYBCs. The only areas where WYBC have been deteidethtewithin the action area are

those with mature cottonwoods and willows with a tamarisk/willow underbtdrthe entire

355 acres are considered to be suitable WYBC habitatunderstory tamarisk is slated for
removal, but the willows and cottonwoods will be retairidte removal of tamarisk in the
understory will adversely affect the overall quality of the remaining habitat in the short term
by reducing insect productiongwer, and humidity and increasing temperatkever

WYBCs will likely occupy the suitable habitat in and adjacent to the vegetation management
sites from R3 to R18No WYBC nests were identified in or around the vegetation
management sites surveyed irl8dJohnson and Calvo 2013)ut it is possible that WYBC

nests may be found in future ye&sdiced reproductive output likely to result from fewer
WYBCs breeding or from WYBCs attempting to breed in degraded habitat. Predation on
nesting WYBC may iarease with reduced covéts a conservation measure and prior to
initiation of tamarisk removal, protocol surveys will be conducted for WYBC by a qualified
and permitted biologist on an annual basis to assess project effects prior to tamarisk removal.
Data collected during these surveys will be used to establish buffers around any nest locations.

WYBC home ranges, averaging 200 acres, are more likely to be adversely affected by larger
sites or aggregates of sites than smaller sites. One vegetation managgm R9, is 95.7

acres of suitable habitat. Four of the vegetation management sites, R3/R4 and R14/15 are
adjacent to or close to one another, making their combined acreage a potentially greater impact
on individual cuckoos than those sites fartheayfrom one another or smaller in size. Sites

R3 and R4, totalling 88.8 combined acres of suitable habitat, are close enough to each other to
be within a home range of one or more WYBCs. Likewise, sites R14 and R15, totaling 100.2
acres of combined saible habitat, are adjacent to one another and may also be within a home
range of one or more WYBCs.

An unintended consequence of removal of tamarisk within the vegetation management sites
may be a decline in health or mortality of the remaining n&ia@tat that is no longer
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protected by surrounding foliar cover and doiiding roots. Sudden exposure to wind,
erosion, and more extreme temperature can result in windthrow and dessication.

The impacts on WYBC using habitat adjacent to vegetatiorageanent sites depends on the

size and juxtaposition to the habitat removed. The size of R9 and combined R3/R4 and
R14/15 are large enough to impact habitat outside the treatment areas. However, even smaller
and more linear sites that are directly actbssriver from what appear to be suitable habitat,
such as R11 (28.7 total acres, 5 acres of suitable habitat) also adversely affect habitat outside
the vegetation management sites. In both large sites and smaller linear sites, the removal of
tamarisk wihin these sites likely results in reduced cover and humidity and increased
temperature and predation along the exposed edges of the adjacent untreated habitat. In
addition, once habitat is removed, the remaining suitable habitat outside the habitat
manageent treatment area may be rendered too small or too narrow to continue to support a
WYBC home range. In all these cases, WYBCs are harmed in the form of displacement or
poor reproductive output.

Although treatment areas that are less dense or patdmyawmix of shrubs, ground cover, and
tamarisk may nabe used for nesting, they may be used for foraging and removal will reduce
the prey availability in at least the short term.

Based on WYBC breeding habitat suitability modeling (see Section 4.4 of BA Addendum),
tamarisk removal at the modified vegetation management sites may temporarily affect no
more than 9 percent of the total suitable WYBC habitat in the action area. Asvbileh,

tamarisk removal and revegetation is occurring and developing at the modified vegetation
management sites, there will still be an abundance of suitable habitat (the equivalent of 18 to
39 home ranges) in the action area for WYBC use.

Lastly, he poposed conservation measures are anticipated to be effectiveeially
eliminating the potential for direeidverse effects of the proposed actimost notably
schaluling noisy or grounetisturbingvegetation removal activitidsetweerOctober 1 to
April 14 while WYBC are on their wintering grounds. Therefore, no direct impacts to
WYBC, their nesting attempts, eggs, or young are expected to occur.

ThePCEsof proposedVYBC critical habitatdefinedas described in the status of the species
sectionarethosehabitatelementghat providesufficientriparianhabitatfor breedingnon
breedingterritorial, dispersingandmigratingWyYBC andto WYBC throughoutheirrange and
providethosehabitatcomponentgssentiafor conservatiorof thesubspeciesShortterm
effectson PCEsareexpectediuringthe habitatvegetation managememtocessbetweerthe
time of removalof tamariskandthe growth of sufficientstructureof nativevegetation.
Decreasedoverdueto clearingof tamariskmayincreaseatesof nestpredationyeducingthe
suitability of nestinghabitat.Creatinggapsin vegetatiormayincreaseiemperatureandlower
relativehumidityin thehabitatpatchesreducingthe productivityof insectsandthereforethe
suitability of foraginghabitat.Overall,howevertheprojectis expectedandexplicitly
designedjo improvenative habitat along the Gila Rivand because tamarisk removal is a
focus, an additional net gain of suitable WYBC habitat could be expected
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CUMULATIVE EFFECTS

Cumulativeeffects include the effects of future State, tribal, local or private actions that are
reasonably certain to occur in the action area considered in this biological opinion. Future
Federal actions that are unrelated to the proposed action are not cahsidbi® section
because they require separate consultation pursuant to section 7 of the Act.

Thecurrentlandusein theactionareaconsistof privatelyownedresidenceandagricultural
lands.Agricultural productionis primarily irrigatedcottonandgrazingfor livestock.Agricultural
fields areirrigatedprimarily usingwaterdivertedfrom theriver at six hardenedpermanentand
earthen(seasongbushup) damswith supplementalvaterpumpedrom shallowalluvial
aquifers.

Table9 summarizeshe ongoingandfuture actionsthatarereasonablgertainto occurin the
projectvicinity thatcouldresultin cumulativeeffectsonthespeciesnalyzedin this biological
opinion aloneor in combinationwith the proposedction.

Table 7. Potentiallycumulative actions in the project vicinity.

Action Location Description Status Summary of
potential effects

S RPand GilaRiver near Conservation and Ongoing,to Beneficialeffectson
Re c | maRort o| FortThomas annual monitoring of becontinued native riparian
ThomasPreserve (betweerR11land riparianvegetation indefinitely vegetatiorand
R14) (1,259acres)asoff-site riparian obligate
mi tigati on speciedabitat
watersupply
management activities
(SRP2013)
FMI 6 s Saf| GilaRiver Fallowing of Ongoing,to Beneficialeffectson
Valley betweerSolomon agricultural lands and | becontinued native riparian
Environmental andFort Thomas conservation, indefinitely vegetatiorand
Vegetation vegetation riparian obligate
management managementand speciedabitat
Sites monitoring of riparian

vegetation orthe Gila
Riveras mitigationfor
Safford Minewater use

impacts
FMI 6 s Sa f| Mountainsnorthof Constructiorand Ongoing, Expansion may
Gila River valley, operationof openpit with require additional
approximatelyl0 coppemine,with plans | preliminary watersupply, thereby
milesnorthof to expand operations plans for potentially reducing
Safford expansion baseflows inthe

project vicinity
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GilaBasin
Irrigation
Commissiorand
Storage Project,
Southwest New
Mexico Regional
WaterSupplyPlan,
andHidalgo County
Off-StreamProject

UpperGila River
nearCliff, Silver
City, and Virdenin
Grant and Hildago
CountiesNM,
approximately70
milesupstreanof
Pima,AZ

Development ofhree
newsurfacewater
diversion projectslong
theupperGila Riverin
New Mexico (BOR
2019

Construction
pending state
andfederal
approvals
expectedhis
year

Diversionof surface
water fromtheupper
Gila Riverin New
Mexico, thereby
potentiallyreducing
baseflowsn the
projectvicinity

Future Upper Gila Duncan Valley and [Tamarisk removal and [Ongoing, with  |Shortterm effects on
Restoration additional sites in  [revegetation of native |expansion SWFL, WYBC, and
Safford Valley riparian plants planned as critical habitat, but long
additional term improvement in
landowner quality
permission and
funding are
acquired
CONCLUSION

Southwestern Willow Flycatcher

After reviewing the current status of tB®VFL, the environmental baseline for the action area,
andthe effects of the proposedgetation managemeacdtivities in the action area, it is our
biological opinion that the action, as proposed, is neithewylikejeopardize the continued
existence of th&WFL, nor likely to destroy or adversely modify critical habitat for the species.
Our conclusion is based on the assumption that the proposed action is successful in growing and
maintaining suitable native wdland habitat superior to existing habitat within five years of
implementation. We also assume from the proposed action that cottonwood and willow trees
that remain after adjacent tamarisk is removed will not decline in health or die from exposure. If
monitoring shows that these assumptions are incorrect, reinitiation of consultation is required.
We present these conclusions for the following reasons:

A SWFLs are known to breed within riparian vegetation along the Gila Rpstream
and downstream of ghproposed management sites in large numpsgsentinghe
temporary impacts from this projecom causng any population level impactd-or
example, near Fort Thomas downstream of the action area over 100 territories were
known to occufSRP 2013 Similarly, in the CliffGila Valley in western New
Mexico territory numberkave ranged widely from near 100 to near 200 territories
(USFWS 2002 Both areas have established ldgagn conservation associated
specific to heSWFL As a resulbf the abudant numbers 68 WFL territoriesalong
the upper Gila Riverthe shortermtemporary loss of territories froaitering291.9
acres is not expected to affect the persisten&NFL along theentireupper Gila
River. In the more immediashortterm, theproject isintendedo provide greater
stability from the arrival of the leaf beetle until the next large flood event.

The proposed action will result in temporary alteration of 291.9 acres of currently
suitable nesting and foraging habitat and 410d¥8saof SWFL migration, foraging,
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and dispersal habitat, through vegetation clearing and grading. This habitat will be
managed through revegetation techniques and is intended to be functional for nesting
SWEFL within five years.

A Implementation of the carvation measuréseefiConservation Measur@section
abovég will eliminate direct impacts amdinimize some of thenegativeindirect
impacts to nestinGWFL HoweverpreedingSWFL are still expected texperience
temporarydisplacementreduced productivity, and increased predation/parasitizm
the proposed project, though quantifying these effects would be difficult.

A Weanticipatethe temporargffects to PCEs 1 (riparian vegetation) and 2 (insect prey
populations) on up t410.09acreswithin a 24.4-stream mile reachf critical habitato
be minor compared to overall amount of criticabitat designated within thepper
Gila Management Unit. Thactual number of stream miles directly affected by this
projectis approximatelys.1 (or about 1 percent)of the47.5mile designated stream
length of theGila River in theUpper GilaManagementnit and0.2 percentof the
208,973acres of critical habitat rangewide.

Thus, while there is a measurable imgacdWFL critical habitaf theoverall effect, considering

the status of thE WFL and amount of acreage in thlanagement Unjtdoes not raise to a level

of significance tasubstantiallympact the function of critical habitat and the ability of the
Management Unito read its recovery goalsAdditionally, the goals of the project are for all
targeted habitat to be better protected from the impacts of leaf beetles once more native
vegetation is established within approximately five years. Also, because this sectiofsiaf the
River is prone to periodic devastating floods that remove large amounts of riparian vegetation,
the overall impact of the project will likely be temporary in nature.

Western Yellow-billed cuckoo

After reviewing the current status of tiéYBC, the enwronmental baseline for the action area,
andthe effects of the proposedgetation managemeadtivities in the action area, it is our
biological opinion that the action, as proposed, is neither likely to jeopardize the continued
existence of th&/YBC, na likely to destroy or adversely modify proposed critical habitat for

the speciesOur conclusion is based on the assumption that the proposed action is successful in
growing and maintaining suitable native woodland habitat superior to existing halfitat fivie

years of implementation. We also assume from the proposed action that cottonwood and willow
trees that remain after adjacent tamarisk is removed will not decline in health or die from
exposure. If monitoring shows that these assumptions argegt reinitiation of consultation

is required.We present these conclusions for the following reasons:

A WYBCs are known to breed within riparian vegetation along the Gila Ripstream
and downstream of the proposed management aitdsyere deteatiewithin the
project area during SWFL surveysventy-six WYBC detectionsvere documented
within the action area in 2015mpacts from this project atemporaryand are not
expected to cause any population level impa€tse proposed project is not exgted
to affect the persistence WYBCs along the upper Gila River becalsss of
territories froma maximum of 35%cress temporaryWYBC are present upstream and
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downstream on the Gila River, and specific treatment site is largban the average
home range size for WYBCIn the more immediate lortgrm, the project is expected
to provide greater stability from the arrival of the leaf beetle until the next large flood
event.

A The proposed action witesult in temporary loss eip to 355acres oWYBC habitat,
through vegetation clearing and gradimg, this habitats expected tbe restored
through revegetation techniques and should be functioreding habitatvithin five
yearsand potential nesting habitat in the longer term

A Implementain of the conservation measures (@8enservation Measurésection
above) would greatly minimize negative impacts\tyBCs and theithabitat.

A We anticipateshorttermeffects b proposed PCEs 1, and 2 umto 355acres, or
approximatelyl.7 percent, of th&0,726 acres of riparian habitat alahg Gila River
in theGila Riverproposed Critical Habitafnit 36 and0.065 percent of thé&46,335
acres oproposectritical habitat rangewide. Thus, while there is a measurable impact,
the overalleffect, considering the status of W&¥BC and amount of acreage in the
proposedritical habitat unitdoes noaipproache level of significance to impact the
function ofproposectritical habitat. Additionally, the effects will be temporary in
nature and withirfive years it is anticipated that a native riparian community lvell
established withithe affected acres

The conclusions of this biological opinion are based on full implementatite @iroject as
described in thé@Description of the Proposed Actidrection of this document, including all
Conservation Measures that were incorporated into the project design.

INCIDENTAL TAKE STAT EMENT

Section 9 of the Act and Heral regulations pursuant to section 4(d) of the Act prohibit the take

of endangered and threatened species, respectively, without special exeififiom.is

defined as to harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, Kill, trap, capture or colle&tteonpd

to engage in any such conduéidarmois further defined (50 CFR 17.3) to include significant
habitat modification or degradation that results in death or injury to listed species by significantly
impairing essential behavioral patterns, includingeding, feeding, or shelteringHarassg is

defined (50 CFR 17.3) as intentional or negligent actions that create the likelihood of injury to
listed species to such an extent as to significantly disrupt normal behavior patterns which
include, butaremt | i mited to, breeding, feeding or sh
take that is incidental to, and not the purpose of, the carrying out of an otherwise lawful activity.
Under the terms of section 7(b)(4) and section 7(0)(2), taking thatiteental to and not

intended as part of the agency action is not considered to be prohibited taking under the Act
provided that such taking is in compliance with the terms and conditions of this Incidental Take
Statement.

The measures described below @oe-discretionary, and must be undertaken byUSACE so
that they become binding conditions of any grant or permit issued @WHe as appropriate,






