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plans to mitigate with unestablished plants, which will take years or decades beyond the
length of the project to grow to a useful size for wildlife support.

The report also fails to consider that human establishment has long been proven to be
beneficial to foraging for raptors. The biological survey on site noted only one potential
prey species, the Botta’s gopher, however; raptors are indiscriminate about prey species
and commonly feed on other small animals that find suitable habitat in a human-
developed area, such as the native cottontail, ground squirrels, field mice, brown rats,
lizards, and others. In addition, the disturbance of the waterways in the project’s
boundary would have an impact on birds who rely on the waterways for their prey, and
who will be far less able to seek their prey elsewhere.

According to the Biological study conducted by Helix, seventeen special status animal
species have been observed or detected on or directly adjacent to the project site during
biological surveys conducted for the project: Cooper’s hawk (Accipiter cooperii), great
blue heron (Ardea herodias), Belding’s orange-throated whiptail (Aspidoscelis hyperythra
beldingi), oak titmouse (Baeolophus inornatus), red-shouldered hawk (Buteo lineatus),
green heron (Butorides virescens), turkey vulture (Cathartes aura), monarch butterfly
(Danaus plexippus), peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus), yellow-breasted chat (Icteria
virens), coastal California gnatcatcher (Polioptila californica californica), vermilion
flycatcher (Pyrocephalus rubinus), yellow warbler (Setophaga petechia), western bluebird
(Sialia mexicana), Lawrence’s goldfinch (Spinus lawrencei), barn owl (Tyto alba), and least
Bell’s vireo (Vireo bellii pusillus). Additionally, USFWS critical habitat for the coastal
California gnatcatcher and least Bell’s vireo occurs in the southwestern portion of the site,
and critical habitat for the southwestern willow flycatcher is located immediately west of
the site.

The draft EIR states that “the Project would result in significant impacts” to Federally
and State Endangered or Threatened Species. Proposed mitigation plans are not
sufficient to protect endangered and threatened species in the area.

The draft EIR must state more clearly that, in accordance with Section 7358 of the Zoning
Ordinance (before any use permit may be granted or modified, it shall be found that the
location size, design, and operating characteristics of the proposed use will be compatible
with adjacent uses, residents, buildings, or structures), the proposed Cottonwood Sand
Mine Project is not compatible with adjacent uses.

The draft EIR minimized impact destroying mature trees will have on nesting bird
species.

At least one hundred mature trees that are 20 feet or taller are on the property and
provide nesting sites for the birds listed above. Only at the end of the mining process does
the draft EIR propose 15-gallon trees as replacement — none of which are of sufficient size
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to allow for the viable nesting of birds. These trees will take 10-15 years to mature after
the 10-year term of mining for a total of 25 years before mature trees are suitable for
nesting habitat.

When writing a mitigation measure, it is imperative that it be possible to determine if the
mitigation measure has been enacted. “To the extent feasible” implies a strong
commitment, but what is feasible is subject to dispute, and is not helpful terminology. For
example, what mitigations measures M-BIO-2 and M-BIO-3 actually require is that if
breeding season cannot be avoided, a survey must be done, and if a nest is found in the
area, then the project will have to wait until the chicks have fledged.

The draft EIR states that mitigation efforts will include “mining activities within 500 feet
shall be avoided to the extent feasible”. This is a meaningless statement due to the level
of interpretation the word “feasible” has. The draft EIR must be revised to state clearly
what mitigation plans will be implemented and not leave any part up to chance.

The draft EIR mentions that due to the noise impacts related to the project, “Wildlife may
be temporarily displaced from or avoid the Project site during construction activities but
would be expected to return to the area once activities have ceased. The proposed mining
and reclamation would occur in 20-acre to 30-acre subphases across the site, rather than
the entire project footprint impacted concurrently. This would allow for wildlife,
particularly avian species, to continue to use or occupy portions of the site outside of
active work areas.” This claim is erroneous, as it does not account for the length of time of
the project’s phasing, and, therefore, minimizes the significance of the impact on wildlife.
In addition, the plan to remove old-growth vegetation and trees from the property means
that regardless of the project’s phasing, the lasting impact to the local wildlife populations
will exist for years or decades.

The draft EIR states that, “Larger wildlife species, such as mule deer or bobcat, would
already be discouraged from utilizing the Project site based on current golf course activity
and lack of vegetative cover along the Sweetwater River.” This is also erroneous, as mule
deer would take the opportunity to forage on the vegetation in the absence of humans,
and with acres of cultivated grass for forage, they would likely consider this a prime area
for foraging. Additionally, the bobcat, a crepuscular species, mostly active at dusk and
dawn, would take the opportunity to hunt small prey animals onsite that were attracted
to the vegetation as well. Once again, by removing the vegetation, the opportunities for
these animals to forage is being removed entirely for an unknown but significantly
impactful length of time.

The draft EIR notes that the reclamation efforts will “significantly widen the existing

Sweetwater River floodplain.” Although this is presented as a benefit of reclamation, by

increasing the overall size of the wetland habitat available, it again fails to account for the

length of time it will take for this remediation to provide suitable habitat for the impacted

wildlife. In addition, the widening of the floodplain is not necessarily an ecological benefit
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due to the impacts this may have downstream, where the flow of water could significantly
subside and dry up another habitat. In a compounding effect, this may cause the animals
who have moved off the project site to find suitable habitat once again without the
resources they need for survival.

We cannot understate the impacts the report does consider significant —to the least Bell’s
vireo, and California gnatcatcher, among others. Though the report mentions a biologist
will be responsible for monitoring habitat, sensitive species presence, decibel levels, and
nesting activity. However, the report does not indicate who will be responsible for
ensuring the project’s compliance or who the biologist will report to. The report should
state what the consequences would be for failure to comply and who will ensure that
those consequences are meted out.

Noise (Section 2.4} is a significant environmental Impact with incomplete analysis

The Cottonwood Sand Mine would result in significant increases in noise in the
community. Cottonwood Sand Mine draft EIR states that sand mining activities will occur
with only a 100-foot setback from residences. The report also states that proposed mining
setbacks in areas adjacent to residential properties were increased from 50 feet to 100
feet. When discussing mitigation measures (M-N-1), the draft EIR proposes that sand
mining activities will occur within 400 feet of noise sensitive land uses (NSLUs). The
Sweetwater River on the property site was included in the San Diego Region Aggregate
Supply Study 2011 funded by the San Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG). In this
study, Sweetwater River is listed as a potential source of high-quality sand of over 100
acres. The site was eliminated from the study’s analysis early in their surveys, as a viable
location for sand mining, because the site is too close to developed residential areas and
environmentally protected areas.

The San Diego Region Aggregate Supply Study 2011 indicates that “A 1,300-foot setback
from residential areas is considered in the County of San Diego’s mineral resource
evaluation methodology guidelines to mitigate noise.” This 1,300-foot setback needs to
be employed in the draft EIR analysis of the sand mine and its operations.

Per the County of San Diego General Plan, extractive (mining) operations typically involve
a range of noise-generating equipment, operations, and sometimes include blasting noise.
Heavy equipment used in quarry and mining activities and blasting operations may
generate noise levels that are incompatible with surrounding land uses. Additionally, off-
site noise may be generated associated with the transportation of materials to and from
the mining facility. Some noise-generating activities such as blasting or pile-driving as part
of mining or construction operations may also result in excessive levels of ground borne
vibration that may affect nearby land uses.
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D-010-10 Please see Topical Response 7, Noise Impacts, for discussion on the
applicability of the 1,300-foot setback for the Project.
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The San Diego County Guidelines For Determining Significance And Report Format And
Content Requirements, Mineral Resources, July 20, 2008, on page 15, also recommends a
1,300-foot setback. The guidelines state, “Impacts from noise typically require the largest
setback and past County approved noise studies indicate a setback of approximately 1,300
feetis needed for most typical extractive operations.”.

The draft EIR did not include the extent that noise will be generating from the engine
and exhaust stacks from the Project’s heavy equipment.

Both the engine and exhaust stacks are very close to or higher than the proposed noise
barriers of 8 feet and 12 feet which will deem them ineffective.

Measurements of proposed equipment is as follows:

CAT 988K Loader
e Height to top of hood (engine enclosure) — 10.9 feet
e Height to top of exhaust — 14.8 feet
e Height to top of ROPS (cab) — 13.8 feet

CAT 740 Haul Truck
e Height to top of hood (engine enclosure) — 8.2 feet
e Height to top of exhaust —12.3 feet
e Height to top of ROPS (cab) — 12.3 feet

CAT 349F Excavator
e Height to top of hood (engine enclosure) — 9.7 feet
e Height to top of exhaust — 10.7 feet
e Height to top of ROPS (cab) — 10.7 feet

The proposed sand mining project is in a valley with residences up the sides of the valley
in an elevated position. The direction of the equipment noise will travel to these
communities unencumbered by the existing project site topography, vegetation or the
sound barriers proposed. The draft EIR must be revised to include a more thorough
analysis of the potential noise impact as it relates to the equipment proposed to be used
as well as the more complex analysis of noise impacts for all surrounding
residences/communities both level to the project property site and at a variety of
elevated positions. See below image showing an example of residences at a higher
elevation in the valley.
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D-010-11 Please see Topical Response 7 for discussion on how equipment

heights and topographical factors were considered in the analysis.
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The draft EIR states that “construction-related noise generated from mining and

reclamation activities could temporarily impact wildlife” due to daily use of heavy
equipment resulting is wildlife being temporarily displaced from or avoid the Project site
during construction activities “but would be expected to return to the area as activities
have ceased.” The draft EIR goes onto state that impacts would be less than significant
due to mining the property one section at a time rather than the entire property. The
impact of noise on the wildlife of the area, including gnatcatchers, vireos, and raptors,
was not addressed. Neise has been shown to have significant effects on many wildlife
species including these endangered and special species.

The draft EIR must be revised to state the unmitigable significant impact sand mining
activity noise will have to wildlife.

The draft EIR states that, over the 10-year mining period “the Project would generate
elevated noise levels during operation of its individual components that would have the

potential to affect nearby Noise-Sensitive Land Uses (NSLUs)” such as pecple and wildlife.

A list of prominent operatienal noise sources are provided including “on-road haul truck
activities — up to 18 trucks per hour traveling west of the Project driveway along Willow
Glen Drive”. The draft EIR states that barriers would be placed between excavation
activities and certain residences when excavation is occurring within 400 feet of those
locations. These barriers would be moved according to excavation activities.
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D-010-12  Please see Topical Response 7 for discussion on potential noise
impacts on wildlife species.

D-010-13  Section 2.4.2.3 of the DEIR considers the Project’s operational noise
sources (including both on-site and off-site sources) in combination with existing
traffic noise levels. Section 2.4.3.1 considers the Project’s operational noise
sources in combination with existing traffic noise levels and cumulative traffic
noise levels. Mitigation measure M-N-1 would reduce impacts under both these
scenarios to less-than-significant levels by attenuating noise from the Project’s on-
site sources. Please see the Addendum to the Acoustical Site Assessment Report,
which is included in Appendix F to the FEIR, for additional discussion on combined
and cumulative off-site noise impacts and the associated mitigation.
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The draft EIR must be revised to address how noise impacts (with noise levels resulting
in an increase of 3dB or exceeding the 60dB threshold) associated with existing noise,
cumulative traffic noise along Willow Glen Drive, and Project noise (both onsite and on-
road truck hauling) will be mitigated.

Moving barriers obviously will not address this significant impact. In addition, the draft EIR
states that mining extraction will occur below grade therefore producing less noise. The
draft EIR needs to provide the proof that this measure will be an effective mitigation
technique given that the property is a valley and that residences are located around the
perimeter of the property and go from grade to much higher on ridges around the valley.

The draft EIR must be revised to accurately assess the Project’s ability to meet the
following Valle de Oro Community Plan requirements related to Noise:

e Encourage land use and circulation patterns which will minimize noise in
residential neighborhoods and sensitive wildlife habitat.

e Support limiting truck traffic to designated routes to reduce noise in residential
areas.

Tribal Cultural Resources (Section 2.6}

The Cottonwood Sand Mine Project draft EIR states that a “Cultural Resources Treatment
Agreement and Preservation Plan shall be developed”. The draft EIR must be revised to
include this Cultural Resources Treatment Agreement and Preservation Plan. It must be
available for public review.

POTENTIAL IMPACTS COTTONWOOD SAND MINING PROJECT DRAFT ENVIRONMENTAL REPORT
DETERMINED NOT TO BE SIGNIFICANT:

Air Quality (Section 3.1.1) is a significant environmental Impact with incomplete analysis

That air quality impacts are dismissed with nothing but a nod to BACT and BMPs and

significantly understates the emissions associated not only with aggregate production and

transportation, but with cement manufacturing in general. This is an issue with the air
L quality discussion and also with the GHG analysis.

The health risk associated with Valley Fever is drastically minimized in the draft EIR.

The reference made to San Diego County Incidence Rates are shown without the presence
of the Cottonwood Sand Mining operation. Missing is what the range of infection might

be with the project. Data for communities that currently contain comparable projects
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D-010-14 Please see Topical Response 7 for discussion on potential noise
impacts on wildlife species.

D-010-15  During the Project’s 10-year mining duration, mitigation would be
implemented that would reduce noise levels at residences and wildlife habitat to
below applicable noise limits. Following the completion of mining and reclamation
activities, the site would be restored to an end use of open space, which would be
a land use that would minimize noise to the surrounding residential
neighborhoods and wildlife habitat. Trucks would utilize Willow Glen Drive west
of the processing plant. As shown in Table 2.4-1, noise from the trucks along
Willow Glen Drive would not result in an exceedance of applicable noise
thresholds at adjacent residences.

D-010-16  The Cultural Resources Treatment Agreement and Preservation Plan
would be prepared as a Project Condition of Approval that would be required
prior to ground disturbance. The Agreement would be developed between the
Project Applicant, County of San Diego, and a culturally-affiliated Kumeyaay
tribe(s). This documentation would ensure Project compliance with the mitigation
measure M-CR-1 and was not required to be circulated for public review with the
DEIR or RDEIR. Please see Response to Comment D-010-2.

D-010-17  This comment is an introductory statement to the specific points
made in Comments DO1018 and D-010-19. Please see responses to Comments
D-010-18 and D-010-19 for specific responses.

D-010-18 The reference to the general Project area having lower rates for
Valley Fever than San Diego as a whole is noted. Please see Topical Response 6,
Public Health Effects, under the heading “Valley Fever” for information on why
Project area soils do not favor the occurrence of Coccidioides fungus, as well as
dust control measures to be implemented under the Fugitive Dust Control Plan
(please see also Response to Comment D-08-28).
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should be disclosed as valid references, essential to a conclusion that this risk falls below
any level of concern. Local physicians and veterinarians should be queried to understand
the prevalence of Valley Fever and other respiratory conditions in people and animals that
could be exasperated by an industrial sand mining operation.

A local veterinarian, Dr. Christine Wilson, as well as other community members shared
stories with StopCottonwoodSandMine.org about animals who suffered and died due to
Valley Fever. Some shared their experience with family members who contracted Valley
Fever and the long-term effects of this painful respiratory disease.

The baseline rate for Valley Fever in this area is lower than for San Diego as a

whole. However, the spores are considered endemic to San Diego. Therefore, when the
soils are disturbed, especially when dust suppression occurs (water increases the
likelihood of spread), this incidence will increase.

Coccidioidomycosis affects humans, dogs, and other animals. It starts as a respiratory
iliness and in less than 1% of cases disseminates to other anatomic sites. Antifungal
therapy is beneficial and entails careful periodic assessment with therapies ranging from
none or short courses of therapy, to prolonged or lifetime antifungal therapy. Factors that
influence the decision to treat are the duration or severity of infection, radiographic
findings, complement fixation titers, presence of underlying immunosuppression, and
comorbidities.

The cure for disseminated infection is infrequent with current treatment regimens.
Fortunately, the morbidity rate is very low, ~0.59 per million person years. But,
disturbance of the soils will in all likelihood increase the rate of exposure in the area, and
increase the infection rate, potentially resulting in death. Therefore, the significance of
the risk of Valley Fever is much greater than indicated in the draft EIR.

The draft EIR should be revised to include studies about the effects of airborne silicates on
COVID-19 positive patients (and those with long-term effects following diagnosis);
especially those persons with pre-existing conditions.

The draft EIR appears to gloss over the impact on air quality as not being significant.
However, even a moderate impact could be catastrophic and should be considered and
studied.

Throughout the analysis of airborne dust and particulate risks, the use of a twice daily
watering is identified as an effective mitigation strategy. Missing from the draft EIR is any
reference to valid studies that show, to a reasonable certainty, the effectiveness of this
posited mitigation strategy. The draft EIR only provides an unsupported assertion of
effectiveness.

Page 15 of 37

D-010-19  Please see Topical Response 3, EIR Errata and Updated Technical
Reports, for details related to revised fugitive dust estimates. Dust has been re-
evaluated using USEPA 1995 methodology consistent with the request made in
SDAPCD’s comment letter on the DEIR; please see Response to Comment D-A4-3.
The control efficiency of watering is well documented in the SDAPCD’s
memorandum titled Haul Road Emissions.
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