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Ms. Ashley Smith

County of San Diego

Department of Planning and Development Services
5510 Overland Avenue, Suite 310

San Diego, California 92123

Subject: Comments on the Draft Envirenmental Impact Report, General Plan
Amendment, Specific Plan, Rezone, Tentative Map, and Draft Habitat Loss
Pearmit for the proposed Newland Sierra Project, County of San Diego,
California (Log No. PDS2015-ER-15-08-001; SCH No. 2015021036,
Project Numbers: PDS2015-GPA-15-001, PDS2015-5P-15-001,
PDS2015-REZ-15-001, PDS2015-TM-5597)

Dear Ms. Smith:

The Departrment of Fish and Wildlife (Depariment) has reviewad the Draft Enviranmental
Impact Report (DEIR), General Plan Amendment, Specific Plan, Rezone, Tentative Map, and
Draft Habitat Loss Permit {(HLP) for the proposed Mewland Sierra Project (Project) receivad on
June 15, 2017. The comments provided in this latter are based on information in the documents
provided; multiple meetings and discussions with San Diego County (County) staff and
representatives of the Project applicant; Magan Jennings' April 2017 Merriam Mountains Wildlife
Connectivity Review (Jennings 2017a) and an August 2017 Landscape Connectivity lssue
Review of the DEIR (Jennings 2017b); our knowledge of sensitive and daclining plant and
animal species and vegetation communities in the County; and our participation in regional
conservation planning, including working with the County, various consultants, and stakeholders
involved with the County’s draft Morth County Multiple Spacies Conservation Pragram (MC-
MSCP) planning effort. AoTo

The Department is a Trustee Agency and a Responsible Agency pursuant to the California
Enviranmental Quality Act (CEQA), Sections 15386 and 15381, respectively. The Department is
responsible for the conservation, protection, and management of the State's biclogical
resources, including rare, threatened, and endangered plant and animal species, pursuant to
the California Endangered Species Act (CESA) and other sections of the Fish and Game Code,
and administers the Natural Community Congervation Planning (NCCP) program. The County
has signed a Flanning Agreement with the Department and the U_5. Fish and Wildlife Service
{Wildlife Agencies) for the development of the draft NC-MSCP, and this NCCP/Habitat
Conservation Plan (HGP) is currently In development for unincorporated [ands in north San
Drego County.

The Project site consists of 51 parcels totaling approximately 1,985 acres located west of

Interstate 15, north of Deer Springs Road, and east of Twin Oaks Valley Road within the Twin
Oaks Valley and Hidden Meadows communities of the North County Metropolitan Subregional
Plan area (southern portion) and the Bonsall Community Planning area (northern portion) of the A-3-2
unincorporated San Diego Courty (County). The Project would include the development of
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4. The Project is alse requesting an exemption to the RPO to allow development on Steep

Slepe Lands. Section 85.602(p) of the RPO defines “Steep Slope Lands” as "all lands
having a slope with natural gradient of 25% or greater and a minimum rise of 50 feet,
unless said land has been substantially disturbed by previous grading.” The
development footprint of the proposed Project includes 148 acres of Steep Slope Lands.
RPQ Section B6.604.e.1.cc allows encroachment into Sleep Slope Lands “to avoid
impacts to significant environmental resources that cannot be avoided by other means,
provided no less environmentally damaging allemative exists " As discussed above, the
enforceability of the RPO is critical to the succass of the NC-MSCP. The DEIR analyzes
several less envirenmentally damaging altematives te the propesed Project, and does
not demonstrate that the encroachment is being undertaken to aveid environmenta
resources. Therefore, we recommend that the Project be modified to remove Steep
Slope Lands from the development footprint in order to provide consistency with the
RPO.

. The draft NC-MSCP has identified a target lavel of conservation for lands within the

PAMA at 75 percent; however, the project, as proposed, would achieve about 61 percent
conservation of the property. We acknowledge that the 75 percent conservalion target is
an average across the PAMA, where some areas will be conserved at higher levels and
others at lower levels. Because anything less than 75 percent conservation on projects
occurring in PAMA will require additional cost to the County to make up for the shortfall,
we especially advacate for that level of conservation prior to the completion of the NC-
MSCP permit. This level of conservation is therefore our starting poirt as we review
each proposed project that is located within the PAMA boundaries. We also consider
other factors including the importance of the project area ta identified biological core and
linkage areas within the preserve, as well as the presence of critical biological resources.

As discussad in the Wildlife Agencies' NOP response letters for the proposed Project,
the balance of any portion of the 75 percent conservation that cannot be achieved on
site should be met by contributing land that adds value to the Merriam Mountains
connection, preferahly in this sama NC-MSCP planning unit. In srder te fulfill tha
proposed Project's mitigation requirements and provide the remaining balance of 75
percent conservation, the Praject applicant has purchased a 211.8-acre property located
within PAMA of the draft NC-MSCP, specifically within the far eastern section of the
Ramona Planning Unit. We recognize the conservation value of this property as it
pravides a block of habital situated near segmenis of the Cleveland Mational Foresi and
San Diego Ceunty Parks land, supports high value habitat and sensitive species such as
Engelmann oak, and aides in the build-out of the NC-MSCP Preserve. However, this
property does not provide comparable habitat to that which would be impacted by the
proposed Praject, and, importantly, does not offsst the lesalreduction of connectivity
created by the Newland Sierra project or further the conservation efforts in the Merriam
Mountaing vicinity pursuant to NG-MSCP, Furthermore, the coastal sage scrub on the
proposed mitigation property does not support gnatcatchers and its relatively high
elevation is not expected to support gnatcatcher movement, and certainly does not
contribute to species or habitat resiliency/functionality in the Meriam Mountains plasning
unit ar along the 1-15 corridor.

. The Department does not believe that the DEIR adequately addresses potential impacts

to wildlife from roads and traffic both within the Project as well as off site from the
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widening of Deer Springs Road and the potential changes to the Deer Springs
interchange at Interstate 15, We recommend that wildlife crossing structures as well as
associated fencing to reduce mortality and facilitate wildlife movement east-west across
I-15 be included as mitigation measures for the project to ensure that the site is
permeable to wildlife and to minimize impacts from the roads and traffic. Furthermare,
we recommend that roads within the Project also be designed with adequate crossing
structures and associated fencing to reduce the petential for wildlife mortality and allow
for wildlife movement within the Project boundaries.

. Tha Department does not believe that the DEIR adequately addresses the indirec! edge

effects from development, roads, and agricultural practices on the conserved open
space. For example, Argentine ants would be expected to intrude hundreds of feet from
the irrigated urban edge, and this typically leads to the loss of native species such as
harvester anls, which is the primary prey of the San Diego hormed lizard. This is just
ane example of why habitat fragmentation caused by additional neighborhoods within
the Project (development polygons) reduces habitat quality and suitability for some
wildlife species.

. The Project applicant has committed to conserving the biological resources within the

on- and off-site open space in perpatuity by recording a Biclogical Open Space
Easement (M-BIO-BB). Upen space easements generally prohibit a number of
potentially harmful impacts, such as grading, clearing vegetation, and building
structures, from occurring within the open space. However, the proposad easement, as
described in M-BIO-BE of the DEIR, includes an exception for seleciive clearing of
vegetation by hand to the extent required by written order of the fire authorities, pursuant
to the February 26, 1997 Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the Wildlife
Agencies and the fire districts. This MOU only addresses clearing to reduce fire hazards
for structures that existed at the time the MOL was signed; it was not intended to extend
to future development and therefore is not applicable to the proposed Project. New
developmeants should be conditioned to include all fuel management zones within the
development footprint. Any future fuel modifications that occur within designated open
space would be considered impacts and would require additional compensatory
mitigation. Ve recommend the removal of this excsption from the proposad open space
easement and the reconfiguration of the open space, if necessary, to reduce the
potential need for such clearing to occur. Alternatively, if the applicant does not wish to
madify the sasament language, the Resource Management Plans (RMPs) for the
designated open space should include assurances that compensatory mitigation will be
provided for any future impacts that occur because of this exception.

. The fext of the DEIR references saveral versions of the draft NC-MSCP, induding the

2009, 2014, and 2018 versions; however, only the 2009 version is included in the
Chapter 5 List of References. We recognize that significant aspects of the draft MC-
MSCP, including biclogical goals and objectives and coverad species lists, have
changed numerous times throughout the NC-MSCP's development, thus complicating
the evaluation of the proposed Project's impact on the plan. Nonetheless, the DEIR
should include citations for all documents referenced in the document, The
environmental findings that are included in the draft Habitat Loss Permit state that they
are based “upon all of the documents contained in the record for this project”™ not anly
the 2008 draft.
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The findings include a discussion of the project's consistency with the Interim Project
Prasenve Design Principles. The first couple of principles state that the on-site open
space should provide a long-term bislogical benefit and that no isclated pockets of open
space should be used for mitigation credit. As described above under comments 1 and
2, preservation of a core block of habitat in this unit of the PAMA is critical to the success
of the NC-MSCP. We remain concerned about the long-term viability of the proposed
open space in the southern and eastern blocks of biologlical open space due to indirect
effects from the adjacent development, fusl modification, and access roads as described
in the preferred development alternative. As discussed above, the draft NC-MSCP
remains in development and the Department has not agreed to the hardline status of the
Newland Sierra Project. Therefere, the conclusion that "By identifying the proposed on-
site biological open space as a proposed hardline area, the County has determined that
the proposed biological open space would provide long-term biolegical benefit” is
premature.

The draft NC-MSCP propeses to cover two bat species, the pallid bat (Antrozous
palflidus) and Townsend's big-sared bat (Conynorhinus townsendii pallescens).
According to the Biolegical Resources Technical Report (BTR), focused surveys to
locate roosting bats were not performed due to a presumed low potential for bats to
forage or roost within trees within the Project site, To ensurs that potential impacts to
these proposed covered species have been thoroughly evaluated, we recommend that
focused daytime surveys for polential roosting spots, including trees and rock
outcroppings, as well as nighttime surveys for foraging behavior, be performed. This
information is necessary in order to include appropriate monitoring and management
measures in the subsequent Resource Management Plan for the on-site conserved
habitat.

. According to the BTR. western spadefoot toad (Spea hammondii, spadefoot) has been

detected on site on two occasions, both within the old quarry and outside of the
development foctprint. There are no expactad impacts within the fqiiary area: hawever,
the BTR recognizes there is a high potential for spadefoct to occur across the site, and
therefore the species has been considered significantly and parmanently impacted by
the proposed Project. Spadefoot is currently listed as a California Species of Special
Concern. In the event that additional spadefoot breeding pools are found within 500 feet
of the development footprint, the Project applicant should consult with us to discuss
possible relacation, forced dispersal, or alternative aveidance measuras. Surveys are
alse necessary in order to fully address adaptive management for this species in the
Prasane.

The proposad biological mitigation measures require the development of several
asgociated decuments, including RMPs, a Relocation Plan for Ramona horkelia
(Horkelia truncata), a Revegetation Plan for the restoration of temporarily impacted
areas, and a Mesting Bird Management. Monitoring, and Reporting Plan. Opportunity for
the Department to review and comment on these documents prior to their approval is
currantly limited to the Nesting Bird Management, Monitering, and Reporting Plan. Ve
request the opportunity to review and provide comments to the County on all above-
mentioned documents, as well as the proposed final language for both the biological
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open space easements and imited-building-zone easements, prior to their approval by
the County.

13. M-BIO-1 describes the biolagical menitaring that will occur on site pricr to and during
censtruciion activities to ensure adherence to all propesed avoidance, minimization, and
mitigation measures. M-BIO-3 states that a final Monitoring Repaort documenting the
manitaring actions will be submitted to the County upon completion of grading activities
for each Final Map and prior fo final inspection of the rough grading plan. Given the
scale of the proposed Project, we request that the Project Biologist, in addition to
preparing the propased comprehensive final report, make monthly updates availabie to
the County and the Wildlife Agencies.

14. The proposed San Marcos Highlands project, which is located to the southwest of the
proposed Project and within the 5-mile radius, appears to have been excluded from the
cumulative impact analysis. Given the proximity to the proposed Project and the
patential wildlife movement and connectivity Issues associated with the San Marcos
Highlands project, we request that it be included in an updated cumulative impact
analysis,

We appreciate the opportunity to provide comments on the subject project and look forward to
further coordination with the County on this project. If you have questions regarding this letter,
please contact Carol Williams of the Department at Carol Williams@wildlife.ca.gov or

(B58) 637-5511.

Sincerely, :
Gail K. Sevrens
Environmental Program Manager
California Depariment of Fish and Game
ec: State Clearinghouse
Doreen Stadiander, USFWS
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