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Background

Wildlife Biologist Jack Henry was asked fo evaluate and interpret existing Northern Spotted Owl survey data
associated with APN 524-114-007-000. Owl status determinations, habitat classification, and data assessment are
based on “Protocol for Surveying Proposed Management Activities that May Impact Northern Spotted Owls’
(USFWS 2011) while the discussion about potentlal disturbance impacts is predicated on “Estimating the Effects
of Auditory and Visual Disturbance to Northern Spotted owl and Marbled Murrelets in Northwestern California’
(USFWS 2020) and additional cited literature. Mr. Henry has been managing northern spotted owls in the
Humboldt, Trinity, and Mendocino region for 8 years (9 survey seasons) and has ample experience generating
take avoidance documents for CalFire and USFWS.

Project Description

The Project Parcel occurs in the SW 1/4 of Section 35, T6N, R5E, Humboldt County. The project location is
approximately 6.8 air miles southeast of Willow Creek, California in the Hennessy Peak, CA 7.5 USGS
Quadrangle. The project proposes operating 43,560 sq. ft. of pre-existing outdoor cultivation. The cultivation
operation will utilize pre-existing cultivation sites and infrastructure in their current configuration with no removal of
vegetation or significant alterations. The Biological Assessment Area (BAA) assoclated with this project is defined
as a 0.7 mile buffer around the boundary of both Project Areas.

Northern Spotted Owl Scoping

“Survey History

The project parcel and surrounding timberlands have a long history of NSO surveys associated with the USFS
timber management and the Willow Creek Demographic Study. Historlc survey data within the database goes
back to 1979. Although no private landowner harvest plans have occurred in the last 30 years, there is evidence
of past federal timber harvest within the BAA. The BAA contains one documented NSO Activity Center (AC):
HUMO0065.

Habitat Conditions

Forested habitat within the BAA is dominated by Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii) with a strong tanoak
association present. Minor components of hardwood forests ocour as well. Since this area has experienced a long
history of timber harvest, stand structure may be described as mid-seral with a multi-level canopy. Understory
vegetation varles but can often be characterized by bare forest floor or a dense shaded shrub layer. Common
shrub associates include evergreen huckleberry (Vaccinium ovatum), poison oak (Toxicodendron diversilobum),
and pacific rhododendron (Rhododendron macrophyllum). The BAA is dominated by potential nestiroost and
foraging habitat for NSO, with small areas of non-habitat concentrated along South Fork Trinity River. The Project
Parcel is surrounded on all four sides by mapped Critical Habitat for NSO as identified by USFWS.

HUMO0065 (Database Review)

The HUMO00B5 AC is currently located in the NW ¥ of the Project Parcel along Mahala Creek. HUM008S5 has a
long history of activity due to its location in USFS lands where an active demographic study of NSO has been
oceurring. This NSO pair was first encountered in 1979, during some of the earliest surveys for NSO, prior to
federal protocol. Between 1979 and 2017, positive observations have occurred within this owl territory every year
except 1989 and 1991, No NSO detections have occurred in this territory since 2017, with barred owls being
detected over the last four years. Given the length of time of occupancy at this AC, at least two generations of
NSO have occupied the site. '

HUMO065 has nested in multiple locations within their territory generally focused along the ridge north of Mahala
Creek. Reproduction was documented in 10 of the 42 years of survey data through either observation of an active
nest or fledglings. The majority of reproductive activity occurs north of Mahala Creek, outside of property
boundaries. The current mapped AC is based off a 2015 observation of a pair of NSO with a nest structure. This
is the most recent observation of an active nest related with this NSO pair. This AC location occurs approximately
1,070 feet away from the nearest Project Area. The pair was observed non-nesting in different locations within
their territory in years 2016 and 2017.

Estimating the Effects of Auditory and Visual Disturbance

The proposed project does occur within an active NSO territory. As such, this report includes recommended
mitigations to prevent potential impacts to NSO. The “Protocol for Surveying Proposed Management Aclivities
that May Impact Northern Spotted Owls” (USFWS 2011) and “Estimating the Effects of Auditory and Visual




Disturbance to Northem Spotted Owls and Marbled Murrelets in Northwestern California” (USFWS 2020) provides
a scenario based decision support tool for evaluating disturbance impacts for NSO.

The project does not propose any new construction, ground disturbance, or vegetation removal. Daily noise
generating activities will consist of automobile use along the road network, small electric hand tools/water pumps,
and variable levels of human speech. Power will be supplied by a 2500 watt solar array with an emergency
backup generator. The generator will be a Honda EU2200i. This generator is rated for a maximum noise output of
50 dB(A) measured at 50ft (15.2m). The solar array will provide power for nursery lighting and general ventilation.
Lights are expected to be used during the months of March through May utilizing an 18 hour light cycle (18 hours
of light and 6 hours of dark). There may be irregular incidental use of gas powered tools such as a chainsaw but
the limited use of this equipment is not considered to contribute to daily project generated noise averages. The
project as proposed is expected to produce Ambient [<50 dB(A)] nolse levels on a daily basis.

Per USFWS guidance, these expected noise levels do not pose a potential risk for disturbance impacts to NSO
(USFWS 2020). This assessment is based on background noise meeting natural amblent levels [35 dB(A)] with
Ambient project generated noise levels. The potential project generated noise levels will not significantly increase
baseline noise levels within the BAA. The project does not risk significantly impacting NSO from potential noise
disturbance impacts. Light pollution impacts are less understood in relation to spoited owls, but given the
documentation of light impacts on other wildlife mitigations are necessary. The nursery structures shall be covered
with a black-out cover that prevents any light escape if lit during night time hours (30 min prior to sunset and 30
mins post sunrise). This mitigation will reduce the risk of light pollution impacts to occur to NSO within the BAA.
Given the low project generated noise levels and mitigations for covering the lighted nursery, the project as
proposed will not result in the take of NSO.

Attachments:
1) NSO Observations Map
2) Report#2 — Observations Reported

References :
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