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August 1, 2017

Donnie Kinard

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
Post Office Box 4970
Jacksonville, Florida 32232-0019

Subject: Consultation Key for the Eastern Indigo Snake — Revised
Dear Mr. Kinard:

This letter revises and replaces the January 25, 2010, and August 13, 2013, letters to the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) regarding the use of the eastern indigo snake programmatic
effect determination key (Key) for projects occurring within the South Florida Ecological
Service’s Office (SFESO) jurisdiction. This revision supersedes all prior versions of the Key in
the SFESO area. The purpose of this revision is to clarify portions of the previous keys based on
questions we have been asked, specifically related to habitat and refugia used by eastern indigo
snakes (Drymarchon corais couperi), in the southern portion of their range and within the
jurisdiction of the SFESO. This Key is provided pursuant to the Service’s authorities under the
Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended (Act) (87 Stat. 884; 16 U.S.C.1531 ef seq.).

This Key revision has been assigned Service Consultation Code: 41420-2009-1-0467-R001.

The purpose of this Key is to assist the Corps (or other Federal action agency) in making
appropriate effects determinations for the eastern indigo snake under section 7 of the Act, and
streamline informal consultation with the SFESO for the eastern indigo snake when the proposed
action can be walked through the Key. The Key is a tool available to the Corps (or other Federal
action agency) for the purposes of expediting section 7 consultations. There is no requirement 1o
use the Key. There will be cases when the use of the Key is not appropriate. These include, but
are not limited to: where project specific information is outside of the scope of the Key or
instances where there is new biological information about the species. In these cases, we
recommend the Corps (or other Federal action agency) initiates traditional consultation pursuant
to section 7 of the Act, and identify that consultation is being requested outside of the Key.

This Key uses project size and home ranges of eastern indigo snakes as the basis for making
determinations of “may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect” (NLAA) and “may affect.
and is likely to adversely affect” (may affect). Suitabie habitat for the eastern indigo snake
consists of a mosaic of habitats types, most of which occur throughout South Florida.
Information on home ranges for individuals is not available in specific habitats in South Florida.
Therefore, the SFESO uses the information from a 26-year study conducted by Layne and
Steiner (1996) at Archbold Biological Station, Lake Placid, Florida, as the best available
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information. Layne and Steiner (1996) determined the average home range size for a female
eastern indigo snake was 46 acres and 184 acres for a male.

Projects that would remove/destroy less than 25 acres of eastern indigo snake habitat are
expected to result in the loss of a portion of an eastern indigo snakes home range that would not
impair the ability of the individual to feed, breed, and shelter. Therefore, the Service finds that
take would not be reasonably certain to occur due to habitat loss. However, these projects have
the potential to injure or kill an eastern indigo snake if the individual is crushed by equipment
during site preparation or other project aspects. The Service’s Standard Protection Measures for
the Eastern Indigo Snake (Service 2013 or most current version) and the excavation of
underground refugia {where a snake could be buried, trapped and/or injured), when
implemented, are designed to avoid these forms of take. Consequently, projects less than 25
acres that include the Service’s Standard Protection Measures for the Eastern Indigo Snake
(Service 2013 or most current version) and a commitment to excavate underground refugia as
part of the proposed action would be expected to avoid take and thus, may affect, but are not
likely to adversely affect the species.

If a proposed project would impact less than 25 acres of vegetated eastern indigo snake habitat
(not urban/ human-altered) completely surrounded by urban development, and an eastern indigo
snake has been observed on site, the Key should not be used. The Service recommends formal
consultation for this situation because of the expected increased value of the vegetated habitat
within the individual’s home range.

Projects that would remove 25 acres or more of eastern indigo snake habitat could remove more
than half of a female eastern indigo snakes home range. This loss of habitat within a home range
would be expected to significantly impair the ability of that individual to feed, breed, and shelter.
Therefore, the Service finds take through habitat loss would be reasonably certain to occur and
formal consultation is appropriate. Furthermore, these projects have the potential to injure or kill
an eastern indigo snake if the individual is crushed by equipment during site preparation or other
project aspects. The Service’s Standard Protection Measures for the Eastern Indigo Snake
(Service 2013 or most current version) and the excavation of underground refugia (where a snake
could be buried, trapped and/or injured), when implemented, are designed to avoid these forms
of take.

Eastern indigo snakes use a variety of habitat and are difficult to detect. Therefore, site specific
information on the land use, observations of eastern indigo snakes within the vicinity, as well as
other factors, as appropriate, will all be considered by the Service when making a final
recommendation on the appropriate effects determination and whether it is appropriate to
conclude consultation with the Corps (or other Federal action agency) formally or informally for
projects that will impact 25 acres or more of habitat. Accordingly, when the use of the Key
results in a determination of “may affect,” the Corps (or other Federal action agency) is advised
that consultation may be concluded informally or formally, depending on the project specific
effects to eastern indigo snakes. Technical assistance from the Service can assist you in making
a determination prior to submitting a request for consultation. In circumstances where the Corps
(or other Federal action agency) desires to proceed with a consultation request prior to receiving
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additional technical assistance from the Service, we recommend the agency documents the
biological rationale for their determination and proceed with a request accordingly.

If the use of the Key results in a determination of *“no effect,” no further consultation is necessary
with the SFESO. If the use of the Key results in a determination of “NLAA,” the SFESO
concurs with this determination based on the rationale provide above, and no further consultation
1s necessary for the effects of the proposed action on the eastern indigo snake. For “no effect” or
“NLAA” determinations, the Service recommends that the Corps (or other Federal action
agency) documents the pathway used to reach your no effect or NLAA determination in the
project record and proceed with other species analysis as warranted.

Eastern Indigo Snake Programmatic Effect Determination Key
Revised July 2017
South Florida Ecological Service Office

Scope of the Key

This Key should be used only in the review of permit applications for effects determinations for
the eastern indigo snake (Drymarchon corais couperi) within the South Florida Ecological
Service’s Office (SFESO) area (Broward, Charlotte, Collier, De Soto, Glades, Hardee, Hendry,
Highlands, Lee, Indian River, Martin, Miami-Dade, Monroe, Okeechobee, Osceola, Palm Beach,
Polk, Sarasota, and St. Lucie Counties). There is no designated critical habitat for the eastern
indigo snake.

This Key is subject to revision as the Corps (or other Federal action agency) and Service deem
necessary and in particular whenever there is new information on eastern indigo snake biology
and effects of proposed projects.

The Key 1s a tool available to the Corps (or other Federal action agency) for the purposes of
expediting section 7 consultations. There is no requirement to use the Key. There will be cases
when the use of the Key is not appropriate. These include, but are not limited to: where project
specific information is outside of the scope of the Key or instances where there is new biological
information about the species. In these cases, we recommend the Corps (or other Federal action
agency) initiates traditional consultation pursuant to section 7 of the Act, and identify that
consultation 1s being requested outside of the Key.

Habitat

Habitat use varies seasonally between upland and wetland areas, especially in the more northern
parts of the species’ range. In southern parts of their range eastern indigo snakes are habitat
generalists which use most available habitat types. Movements between habitat types in northern
areas of their range may relate to the need for thermal refugia (protection from cold and/or heat).

In northern areas of their range eastern indigo snakes prefer an interspersion of tortoise-inhabited
sandhills and wetlands (Landers and Speake 1980). In these northern regions eastern indigo
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snakes most often use forested areas rich with gopher tortoise burrows, hollowed root channels,
hollow logs, or the burrows of rodents, armadillos, or land crabs as thermal refugia during cooler
seasons {Lawler 1977; Moler 1985a; Layne and Steiner 1996). The eastern indigo snake in the
northern region is typically classified as a longleaf pine savanna specialist because here, in the
northern four-fifths of its range, the eastern indigo snake is typically only found in vicinity of
xeric longleaf pine-turkey oak sandhills inhabited by the gopher tortoise (Means 2006).

In the milder climates of central and southern Florida, comprising the remaining one fifth of its
range, thermal refugia such as those provided by gopher tortoise burrows may not be as critical
to survival of indigo snakes. Consequently, eastern indigo snakes in these regions use a more
diverse assemblage of habitats such as pine flatwoods, scrubby flatwoods, floodplain edges, sand
ridges, dry glades, tropical hammocks, edges of freshwater marshes, muckland fields, coastal
dunes, and xeric sandhill communities; with highest population concentrations of eastern indigo
snakes occurring in the sandhill and pineland regions of northern and central Florida (Service
1999). Eastern indigo snakes have also been found on agricultural lands with close proximity to
wetlands (Zeigler 2006).

In south Florida, agricultural sites (e.g., sugar cane fields and citrus groves) are occupied by
eastern indigo snakes. The use of sugarcane fields by eastern indigo snakes was first
documented by Layne and Steiner in 1996. In these areas there is typically an abundance of
wetland and upland ecotones (due to the presence of many ditches and canals), which support a
diverse prey base for foraging. In fact, some speculate agricultural areas may actually have a
higher density of eastern indigo snakes than natural communities due to the increased availability
of prey. Gopher tortoise burrows are absent at these locations but there is an abundance of both
natural and artificial refugia. Enge and Endries (2009) reporting on the status of the eastern
indigo snake included sugarcane fields and citrus groves in a Global Information Systems (GIS)-
base map of potential eastern indigo snake habitat. Numerous sightings of eastern indigo snakes
within sugarcane fields have been reported within south Florida (Florida Fish and Wildlife
Conservation Commission Indigo Snake Database [Enge 2017]). A recent study associated with
the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Plan (CERP) (A-1 FEB Project formerly A-1
Reservoir; Service code: 41420-2006-F-0477) documented eastern indigo snakes within
sugarcane fields. The snakes used artificial habitats such as piles of limerock, construction
debris, and pump stations. Recent studies also associated with the CERP at the C-44 Project
(Service code: 41420-2009-FA-0314), and C-43 Project (Service code: 41420-2007-F-0589)
documented eastern indigo snakes within citrus groves. The snakes used artificial habitats such
as boards, sheets of tin, construction debris, pipes, drain pipes in abandoned buildings and septic
tanks.

In extreme south Florida (i.e., the Everglades and Florida Keys), eastern indigo snakes also
utilize tropical hardwood hammocks, pine rocklands, freshwater marshes, abandoned agricultural
land, coastal prairie, mangrove swamps, and human-altered habitats. Though eastern indigo
snakes have been found in all available habitats of south Florida it is thought they prefer
hammocks and pine forests since most observations occur there and use of these areas is
disproportionate compared to the relatively small total area of these habitats (Steiner ef al. 1983).
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Even though thermal stress may not be a limiting factor throughout the year in south Florida,
eastern indigo snakes still seek and use underground refugia. On the sandy central ridge of
central Florida, eastern indigo snakes use gopher tortoise burrows more (62 percent) than other
underground refugia (Layne and Steiner 1996). Other underground refugia used include
armadillo (Dasypus novemcinctus) burrows near citrus groves, cotton rat (Sigmodon hispidus)
burrows, and land crab (Cardisoma guanhumi) burrows in coastal areas (Layne and Steiner
1996; Wilson and Porras 1983). Natural ground holes, hollows at the base of trees or shrubs,
ground litter, trash piles, and crevices of rock-lined ditch walls are also used (Layne and Steiner
1996). These refugia are used most frequently where tortoise burrows are not available,
principally in low-lying areas off the central and coastal ridges.

Minimization Measures

The Service developed protection measures for the eastern indigo snake “Standard Protection
Measures for the Eastern Indigo Snake” (Service 2013) located at:
https.//www.fws.gov/verobeach/ReptilesPDFs/20130812 EIS%20Standard%20Protection%20M
easures_final.pdf. These protections measures (or the most updated version) are considered a
minimization measure for projects proposed within eastern indigo snake habitat.

Determinations

[f the use of this Key results in a determination of “no effect,” no further consultation is
necessary with the SFESO.

[f the use of this Key results in a determination of “NLAA,,” the SFESO concurs with this
determination and no further consultation is necessary for the effects of the proposed action on
the eastern indigo snake.

For no effect or NLAA determinations, the Corps (or other Federal action agency) should make
a note in the project file indicating the pathway used to reach your no effect or NLAA
determination.

If a proposed project would impact less than 25 acres of vegetated eastern indigo snake
habitat (not urban/ human-aitered) completely surrounded by urban development, and an
eastern indigo snake has been observed on site, the subsequent Key should not be used.
The Service recommends formal consultation for this situation because of the expected
increased value of the vegetated habitat within the individual’s home range.

If the use of this Key results in a determination of “may affect,” consultation may be concluded
informally or formally depending on project effects to eastern indigo snakes. Technical
assistance from the Service can assist you in making a determination prior to submitting a
request for consultation. In circumstances where the Corps desires to proceed with a
consultation request prior to receiving additional technical assistance from the Service, we
recommend the Corps document the biological rationale for their determination and proceed with
a request accordingly.
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A.

Project is not located in open water or salt marsh..........cccccorvvverveeiiiiiivnenn. g0 10 B
Project is located solely in open water or salt marsh.............coccooceeeiiiiinnni . no effect
Permit will be conditioned for use of the Service's most current guidance for Standard

Protection Measures For The Eastern Indigo Snake (currently 2013) during site
preparation and project CONStIUCTION. .......c..oooocieiieieims it e s sre s e s gotoC

Permit will not be conditioned as above for the eastern indigo snake, or it is not known
whether an applicant intends to use these measures and consultation with the Service is
TEQUESTEM. ...ttt e e e e may affect

The project will impact less than 25 acres of eastern indigo snake habitat (e.g., sandhill,
scrub, pine flatwoods, pine rocklands, scrubby flatwoods, high pine, dry prairie, coastal
prairie, mangrove swamps, tropical hardwood hammocks, hydric hammocks, edges of
freshwater marshes, agricultural fields [including sugar cane fields and active, inactive,
or abandoned citrus groves], and coastal dunes)............c...cooovvevervrecviinieen.n. g0 to D

The project will impact 25 acres or more of eastern indigo snake habitat (e.g., sandhill,
scrub, pine flatwoods, pine rocklands, scrubby flatwoods, high pine, dry prairie, coastal
prairie, mangrove swamps, tropical hardwood hammocks, hydric hammocks, edges of
freshwater marshes, agricultural fields [including sugar cane fields and active, inactive,
or abandoned citrus groves], and coastal dunes).............c.oevooveeieoiceiiiiin, may affect

The project has no known holes, cavities, active or inactive gopher tortoise burrows, or
other underground refugia where a snake could be buned, trapped and/or injured during
project activities.. verrrrrscieseee s NLAA

The project has known holes, cavities, active or inactive gopher tortoise burrows, or
other underground refugia where a snake could be buried, trapped and /or

Any permit will be conditioned such that all gopher tortoise burrows, active or inactive,
will be excavated prior to site manipulation in the vicinity of the burrow’. If an eastern
indigo snake is encountered, the snake must be allowed to vacate the area prior to
additional site manipulation in the vicinity. Any permit will also be conditioned such
that holes, cavities, and snake refugia other than gopher tortoise burrows will be
inspected each moming betore planned site manipulation of a particular area, and, if
occupied by an eastern indigo snake, no work will commence until the snake has
vacated the vicinity of proposed WOrk..........ooiviiiimeiisiieseee s NLAA®

Permit will not be conditioned as outlined above........cc..ccoccviiiiieiiiiiiiamnnnn. may affect

End Key

" If excavating potentially occupied burrows, active or inactive. individuals must first obtain state authorization via a Florida Fish and Wildlife
Conservation Commission Authorized Gophier Torloise Agent permit. The excavation method selected should also minimize the potential for
injury of an indigo snake. Applicants should follow the excavation guidance provided within the most current Gopher Tortoise Permitting

Guidelines found at hilp: “mylwe.com/gophertorioise.

? Pleasc note, if the proposed project will impact less than 25 acres of vegetated eastem indigo snake habitat {not urban/ human-altered})
completely surrounded by urban development, and an easiern indigo snake has been observed on site. NLAA is not the appropriate conclusion.
The Service recommends formal consultation for this situation because of the expected increased value of the vegetated habilat within the
individual’s hoine range
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Working with the Fish and Wildlife Foundation of Florida, the Service has established a fund to
support conservation and recovery for the eastern indigo snake. Any project that has the
potential to affect the eastern indigo snake and/or its habitat is encouraged to make a voluntary
contribution to this fund. If you would like additional information about how to make a
contribution and how these monies are used to support eastern indigo snake recovery please
contact Ashleigh Blackford, Connie Cassler, or José Rivera at 772-562-3559.

This revised Key is effective immediately upon receipt by the Corps. Should circumstances
change or new information become available regarding the eastern indigo snake and/or
implementation of the Key, the determinations herein may be reconsidered and this Key further
revised or amended.

Thank you for your continued cooperation in the effort to conserve fish and wildlife

resources. If you have any questions or comments regarding this Key, please contact the
SFESO at 772-562-3909.

Sincerely,

Roxanna Hinzman
Field Supervisor
South Florida Ecological Services

Cc:

Corps, Jacksonville, Florida (Dale Beter, Muriel Blaisdell, Ingrid Gilbert, Angela Ryan,
Irene Sadowski, Victoria White, Alisa Zarbo)

Service, Athens, Georgia (Michelle Elmore)

Service, Jacksonville, Florida (Annie Dziergowski)

Service, Panama City, Florida (Sean Blomquist)
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