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Response to Comment O4c-1 
These are introductory comments that identify the commenter and entities 
represented by the commenter. The comments are not at variance with the 
EIR and do not require a response. 
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Response to Comment O4c-2 
As a general comment in response to the commenter’s May 18, 2017 site 
visit, please note that the Project site is private property and (excluding 
access easements to off-site homes) is not open to the public. Although 
entering the property for reasons other than residential access is considered 
trespass, the concern with entering the property without the owner’s 
knowledge or permission makes it impossible to confirm or understand the 
extent of the site observed. 

The biological resources scopes of work completed by other firms for the 
Del Dios Highlands Preserve (DDHP) and Escondido Creek Preserve 
referenced by the commenter are not appropriate for comparison against the 
scope of work required to be completed for the Project. These reports reflect 
comprehensive and intensive biological surveys for the purpose of gathering 
a complete and all-inclusive data set on biodiversity within two existing 
County preserves. The reports were not prepared for the purposes of 
establishing a baseline or analyzing potential impacts of a project in 
accordance with CEQA. The comprehensive and intensive level of effort to 
establish a complete biodiversity baseline is not required for the Project. That 
sort of study details every species noted on site. That is not the requirement 
for identification of significant impacts under CEQA, which focuses on 
impacts to populations under threat, and therefore required review of species 
identified as sensitive and the quality of habitats that support them. The 
County has detailed requirements for contents and standards of review for 
preparation of documents in compliance with CEQA. The study completed 
for the Project, is comprehensive and appropriate for establishing a baseline 
and analyzing potential impacts in accordance with CEQA and County 2010 
Guidelines for Determining Significance and Report Format and Content 
Requirements in that the study focuses on determining presence or absence 
and assessing potential for occurrence of sensitive biological resources 
afforded protection by local, State, and federal regulations for the Project.  

Numerous surveys were completed for the Project from 2014 to 2017, 
including all surveys required to adequately establish baseline conditions and 
analyze potential impacts in accordance with CEQA and County guidelines. 
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Following the winter rains, additional rare plant and Hermes copper butterfly 
surveys were undertaken in 2017 that included the period when the EIR was 
in print or out for public review and that were therefore not referenced in the 
Draft EIR or by the commenter, with both efforts confirming the findings of 
the previous survey efforts. Specifically, the update rare plant surveys and 
botanical inventories were completed by qualified HELIX biologists in 
March, April, May, and June 2017. Although some additional common (i.e., 
frequently seen and not threatened) plant species were noted, no new 
sensitive plant species were observed and the findings are in agreement with 
previous surveys completed for the Project. The common plants observed 
[such as canchalagua or charming centaury (Zeltnera venusta)], do not affect 
significance assessments for this Project. Updated Hermes copper surveys 
were completed by qualified HELIX biologists in May and June 2017. No 
Hermes copper or additional host plant resources were observed and the 
findings are in agreement with previous surveys for the Project. The 34 
biological surveys and other non-specific site visits conducted by Project 
biologists at the Project site between the years 2014 and 2017 are well in-
line with what is required under CEQA and County guidelines. Based on 
HELIX’s extensive experience in San Diego County, the number of surveys 
and site visits completed for the Project are above and beyond what is 
typically undertaken for projects with similar scope and biological resources 
issues. Last, both reports referenced by the commenter, in addition to other 
data, were reviewed for context and in establishing a baseline for the local 
and regional area. In fact, contrary to this comment, the studies completed 
for the DDHP were reviewed extensively for issues pertaining to soils, 
vegetation communities, and sensitive species with potential to occur in the 
local area. Specifically, Section 1.4.5 of Appendix E of the Draft EIR 
references the DDHP Resource Management Plan. The County does not 
agree that the Draft EIR is deficient and the Draft EIR does utilize 
information from these studies. 



RTC-O4c-4 

COMMENTS RESPONSES 

 

Response to Comment O4c-3 
In accordance with County requirements, all fuel modification areas were 
identified as permanent impacts within the Draft EIR, with impacts to 
sensitive vegetation communities requiring compensatory mitigation 
(regardless of the fuel modification type). The commenter is directed to 
Figure 13 of Appendix E of the EIR, which depicts the distinct types of direct 
impacts with respect to biological resources. A breakdown of acreages by 
type of impact is not germane to the analysis. (In some jurisdictions, thinning, 
or temporary impacts may be treated as lesser impacts, with differences in 
required mitigation. That is not the case here.) The County is conservative, 
and thinning is treated like removal, and temporary impacts are treated as 
permanent. All the direct impacts are assessed to the same level of 
significance with respect to requiring compensatory mitigation. Additional 
discussion is provided in Sections 2.3.2.1, 2.3.2.4, 2.3.2.5, and 2.3.3 of the 
EIR about the wildlife functions and values expected to be retained, at least 
in part, within the Project’s fuel modification zones. 

Response to Comment O4c-4 
Species not observed or otherwise detected, but determined to have a high 
potential to occur, are species that are not federally or State-listed as 
endangered or threatened. This includes California State species of special 
concern, County List sensitive plants, and County Group sensitive animals. 
In accordance with CEQA and County guidelines, the significance of an 
impact on these non-listed species is determined based largely on whether 
the impact would occur to an on-site population and/or impact the local long-
term survival of the species. The potential for the Project site to support 
regionally significant populations of these species was analyzed and 
considered to be unlikely. In accordance with County requirements and 
CEQA, potential impacts on these species, when the impacts would not result 
in the loss of an on-site population or impact the local long-term survival of 
the species, are adequately mitigated through the implementation of habitat-
based mitigation. Refer to Response O4c-2 regarding literature review and 
survey adequacy. The conclusions made in the EIR are based on numerous 
surveys and site visits, in addition to a thorough review of available data.  
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The commenter provides no specifics about the evidence alleged to be 
lacking or contradictory to the conclusions made, or the special status species 
that is of concern. Therefore, no further focused response is required. 

Response to Comment O4c-5 
Rare plant surveys and botanical inventories were completed for the Project 
in April, August and November 2014, and were conducted concurrent with 
other survey efforts in 2014, 2015, 2016 and 2017. Following the 2016/2017 
rains that broke the drought, additional botanical inventories were completed 
in March, April, May and June 2017. These post-drought surveys were 
completed specifically to ensure that previously mapped conditions were not 
the result of dry years, and the results bore this out. This information has 
been updated in the Final EIR Subchapter 2.3, Biological Resources, on page 
2.3-2 regarding 2017 survey dates and purpose. The 2017 surveys were 
consistent with the results from previous years.  

Again, it should be noted that the Project site is private property and 
(excluding access easements to off-site homes) is not open to the public. 
Entering the property for reasons other than residential access is considered 
trespass  and entering the property without the owner’s knowledge or 
permission makes it impossible to confirm or understand the extent of the 
site observed. 

The commenter references an observation of a single common annual plant, 
Canchalagua (Zeltnera venusta) during a May 18, 2017 unauthorized site 
visit. This is not a rare plant, but rather, as the comment states, a common 
annual. This common plant was in fact observed during the additional post-
drought rare plant surveys completed for the Project in May and June 2017. 
Therefore, the observation of this plant is consistent with the findings of the 
additional rare plant surveys completed for the Project in May and June 2017, 
which further confirms the findings of the previous survey efforts. The plant 
species compendium for the Project in the Biological Resources Technical 
Report Appendix A has been updated and can be found in Appendix E to the 
EIR. 
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Response to Comment O4c-6 
Please refer to Response to Comment O4c-5 regarding timing of Project 
surveys. These surveys included targeted and comprehensive inspections of 
the Project site for plant species and confirmed the absence of the plants 
mentioned by the commenter. The cited EIR text is accurate. The analysis of 
soils with respect to having clay components was considered in determining 
potential to occur for plant species. Many of the sensitive plants mentioned 
by the commenter in subsequent comments are more associated with specific 
clay soil series than they are with other soils containing clay inclusions. For 
example, in San Diego, Orange, and Los Angeles Counties, it has been well 
documented that occurrences of thread-leaved Brodiaea are highly correlated 
and therefore have a high potential to occur in association with specific clay 
soil series such as, but not limited to: Alo, Altamont, Auld, and Diablo or 
clay lens inclusions in a matrix of loamy soils such as Fallbrook, Huerhuero, 
and Las Flores series, which occur on mesas and hillsides with gentle to 
moderate slopes, or in association with vernal pools (USFWS 201176 FR 
6854; DOI 2011 50 CFR Part 17). Considering the soil requirements for this 
species in San Diego County, the Project site lacks all of them, except for the 
portion supporting Huerhuero soils, which is limited to a very small area 
along the western boundary of the site, as depicted on Figure 7 of Appendix 
E. No thread-leaved Brodiaea or other sensitive plant species were observed 
in this or any other area on the Project site during Project surveys. Regardless 
of the potential to occur determinations and soil conditions encountered, the 
floristic surveys completed throughout the Project site, and especially those 
completed in post-drought and optimal conditions in May and June 2017, 
confirmed the absence of the species mentioned by the commenter. 

Response to Comment O4c-7 
Refer to Response to Comment O4c-5 regarding timing of surveys, and 
Response to Comment O4c-6 regarding the absence of this species and clay 
soils. Refer to Appendix C of Appendix E of the EIR for a summary 
determination of the potential for this and other species to occur on the 
Project site. 
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Response to Comment O4c-8 
Refer to Response to Comment O4c-6 regarding clay soils. The focus of the 
Project studies is the site, and species found there. The observations reported 
to the iNaturalist website by the user, “snakeinmypocket,” are anecdotal and 
the location is not accurate. This species was not observed on the Project site 
during any of the 34 surveys and site visits completed for the Project from 
2014 through 2017. Refer to Appendix C of Appendix E of the EIR for a 
summary determination of the potential for this and other species to occur on 
the Project site. 

Response to Comment O4c-9 
Refer to Response to Comment O4c-6 regarding clay soils and the absence 
of this species, and Response to Comment O4c-5 regarding post-drought 
surveys. Refer to Appendix C of Appendix E of the EIR for a summary 
determination of the potential for this and other species to occur on the 
Project site. 
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Response to Comment O4c-10 
As noted in the comment, the Project site did not burn in the 2014 fire. The 
commenter is correct that the species has been previously recorded at the 
DDHP. The source provided by the commenter includes additional details 
about the location of the record, specifically stating that the species was 
observed at “Del Dios Highlands County Preserve, top of peak, accessed 
west on trail (road) beginning at Del Dios Highway parking lot, N of Lake 
Hodges” and at a “Dry seep dissecting dirt road/trail.” The Project site does 
not support the habitat described for the DDHP record, which is a dry seep 
dissecting an existing dirt road/trail at the top of a peak. The Project site 
further does not support the disturbed, post-burn conditions reported as being 
suitable for this species. Regardless, this species was not observed anywhere 
on the Project site during its blooming period from March through June.  

Response to Comment O4c-11 
Refer to Response to Comment O4c-6 regarding clay soils and the absence 
of this species, and Response to Comment O4c-5 regarding post-drought 
surveys. 

Response to Comment O4c-12 
The plans of the Conservancy and others to one day restore Southern 
Steelhead to Escondido Creek are commendable. The species is currently 
absent from the Project reach of Escondido Creek and is not likely to occur 
in the foreseeable future without substantial restoration and other actions that 
are outside of the scope of the Project analysis. The existing condition 
presents a substantial impediment to upstream fish migration through the 
Project reach. There are other impediments downstream of the Project reach 
that also impede with movement. Regardless, replacing the existing Arizona 
Crossing impediment with a bridge and widening the floodplain would 
positively represent a substantial habitat improvement for wildlife, including 
fish such as Southern Steelhead, should the area ever be restored to sustain 
the species in the future. 
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Response to Comment O4c-13 
Refer to Response to Comment O4c-4 regarding significance thresholds, 
impacts, and mitigation for non-listed species with potential to occur. Review 
of available aerial imagery during the years in which Project studies took 
place show the area referenced by the commenter as being included in the 
Harmony Grove Village active restoration area. No ponding is evident from 
the imagery, although the larger floodplain area in the immediate vicinity 
appears to have flooded and inundated in the past. The Project would have 
no impact on the area referenced by the commenter as potentially supporting 
breeding habitat for this species. The potential for the species to occur within 
the Project site was analyzed and suitable upland estivation habitat was 
found, although confirmed to be limited. No sign or evidence of the species 
was found during the biological surveys completed at the Project site. In 
accordance with County requirements and CEQA, potential impacts on this 
species, when the impacts would not result in the loss of an on-site population 
or impact the local long-term survival of the species, are adequately 
mitigated through the implementation of habitat-based mitigation. Habitat-
based mitigation ensures compensation for the loss of habitat for the species 
that does not support local populations and is not critical for the local long-
term survival of the species. This is considered adequate mitigation because, 
to the extent available, the habitat-based mitigation will be directed within 
areas designated as Pre-Approved Mitigation Area (PAMA) under the draft 
North County Plan, and this, areas supporting habitat for multiple species. 
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Response to Comment O4c-14 
See Response to Comment O4c-4 regarding significance thresholds, impacts, 
and mitigation for non-listed species with potential to occur. Potential 
impacts on this and other non-listed species determined to have a high 
potential to occur are mitigated through habitat-based mitigation in 
accordance with County requirements. 
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Response to Comment O4c-15 
The cited text in Appendix E is accurate. The species was determined to have 
a low potential to occur and the habitat is of low quality. It is well 
documented that occupied and high quality aquatic habitat for the species 
consists of habitat with abundant logs, rocks, submerged vegetation, mud, 
undercut banks, and ledges for cover and water depth greater than 2.0 meters. 
The Project site does not support these high-quality habitat components. For 
example, the site lacks abundant logs, submerged vegetation, and ledges. 
Water depth is also shallower than 2.0 meters. In addition, the site is subject 
to urban-related predation pressures that are well documented as adversely 
affecting the species and its habitat, including predation on young by 
introduced aquatic species that are known to occur, including bullfrogs, 
largemouth bass, dogs, raccoons, skunks, and other predators. An 
unidentified turtle was observed by one of the Project biologists. The 
unidentified turtle was not likely to have been western pond turtle and was 
likely a red-eared slider (Trachemys scripta elegans) given the existing 
conditions and abundance of the introduced species in the region. The 
conditions observed at the Project site are more typical of habitat that is 
suitable for the red-eared slider. This agrees with the commenter’s 
understanding of the negative western pond turtle survey findings reported 
by others. 
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Response to Comment O4c-16 
The cited text in the EIR is accurate. Consistent with the comment, the EIR 
does find that the Project site has value to the California gnatcatcher (CAGN) 
for nesting, as it documents the presence of a nesting pair. Section 2.3.1.1 of 
the EIR also notes other incidental CAGN observations on other portions of 
the site during non-protocol surveys and site visits, like that completed by 
the commenter, and documents the presence of known occurrences north of 
Escondido Creek. This is also addressed in Section 2.3.2.5 of the EIR. 
Regardless, these findings do not result in identification of “core” habitat, 
which is the focus of the cited text. Extensive evaluation was completed for 
habitat value on and near the site for the species, as provided in Sections 
2.3.1.1 and 2.3.2.5 of the EIR, Appendix E of the EIR, and the draft HLP 
findings for the Project. The EIR does not discount the value of the on-site 
habitat for the species based on the information gathered for the study. It is 
acknowledged that the Habitat Evaluation Model has limitations in the way 
described by the commenter. Habitat Evaluation Model rating was provided 
for informational purposes, but the vegetation mapping, and ultimate 
findings – including identification of significant impacts, and identification 
of required mitigation – are based on the detailed site-specific evaluation 
carried out for the Project. Following this method, potential significant 
impacts were identified for CAGN and Diegan coastal sage scrub (CSS), and 
successful implementation of mitigation measures M-BI-1b, M-BI-4, M-BI-
5b, and M-BI-5c would reduce the impacts to less than significant. 

Next, the comment introduces a quote stating that CAGN may be more 
abundant in areas of less dense scrub and in areas of CSS-grassland interface 
than in areas where CSS grades into chaparral.  These comments are noted, 
and again, although they are presented as if they are at variance with the EIR, 
they are not.  The nesting pair was identified in an area where CSS is not 
particularly dense, and where there is enough disturbed area that dirt, or non-
native grassland species also exist.  The low quality of the grassland relative 
to CAGN foraging and dispersal, however, and the stated close presence of 
extremely dense chaparral, results in the small locales of CSS not having 
high quality for breeding.  
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Appendix F of Appendix E to the EIR provides several representative 
photographs of the CSS found on site, including the CSS where the nesting 
pair was identified. CAGN territory can vary from very few acres to a large 
number of acres. As provided in Sections 2.3.1.1 and 2.3.2.5 of the EIR, 
Appendix E of the EIR, and the draft HLP findings for the Project, the 
presence of a single pair does not automatically imbue the small holdings of 
on-site CSS habitat with a higher quality. It simply means that it has enough 
aspects to support a nest.  Please also note that the nest seemed well 
established, as CAGN were heard from roughly the same locations and in the 
same quantity over the years Project biologists were on site.  The quality of 
the habitat also was confirmed in conversation between Project biologists, 
County biologists, and resource agency biologists during 2015 and 2017 site 
visits. 

Relative to the discussion of corridors versus areas that might support north-
south movement, the comment attempts to categorize the discussion as 
questionable, and implies that the two are one and the same and that the 
Project analyses are inappropriately parsing concepts.  In fact, these are two 
different issues.  Identified corridors are the result of resource or planning 
agency identification and potential impacts to them are provided a high level 
of scrutiny.  Despite the fact that no identified corridors are on site based on 
the draft North County Plan, the Project conservatively analyzed whether 
there might still be impacts related to general more localized movement or 
linkage, consistent with County required analysis guidelines. As accurately 
defined in the EIR, corridors and linkages are linear arrangements of live-in 
and temporary habitat that provide for an avenue of movement between two 
important habitat areas. Corridors and linkages connect core CAGN 
population areas in San Diego County. The Project site and immediate 
vicinity is not situated along a corridor or linkage that connects two core 
CAGN population areas. This is addressed extensively in Sections 2.3.1.1, 
2.3.2.1, 2.3.2.4, and 2.3.2.5 of the EIR, Appendix E to the EIR, and the draft 
HLP findings.  

Similarly, there is no “clever intent” behind use of the phrase “limited to a 
few scattered known occurrences.” Rather, the statement is accurate.  After 
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years of work in the area on both the Harmony Grove Village site mitigation 
and assessment studies for the Harmony Grove Village South site, only a 
few, consistent but scattered, occurrences of CAGN are known. In fact, a 
majority of the lands in the immediate vicinity of the Project site have been 
surveyed for CAGN and other species as part of the biodiversity studies 
completed for local preserves. In addition, the use of known occurrences 
applies to the species records data available from the USFWS and California 
Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB). Nonetheless, it is acknowledged that 
not all properties in the area have been surveyed. The language is precise in 
that it does not imply that only the known birds could possibly exist. 
However, it is also noted that the general area surrounding the Project site is 
heavily dominated by dense chaparral, with some areas characterized by 
steeps slopes and rugged terrain, which limits CAGN use, especially for 
breeding functions. The language appropriately focuses on the impact area 
and data known to be sure from the immediately surrounding area, and does 
not imply findings beyond what can be documented. Citing locations in the 
area where the species has been confirmed present or absent based on 
previous surveys is entirely appropriate in understanding CAGN status and 
distribution in the area. The combination of a reduced number of known 
CAGN occurrences, reduced amount of suitable CSS habitat, and lack of core 
CAGN habitat in the local area reduces the value of the habitat on the Project 
site. The “unknown occurrences that nobody could know about because the 
necessary surveys have not been completed” are immaterial to this Project, 
which must focus on impacts to and mitigation for, the Project site. 
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Response to Comment O4c-17 
Comments noted. Relative to the contention that the site might support an 
additional pair of birds following the end of the drought, this is immaterial 
to assessment of significant impacts. The habitat is already identified as 
supporting the species, which results in identification of a significant impact, 
and the resulting requirement for 2:1 mitigation through purchase of off-site 
“occupied” habitat known to support CAGN. 

Response to Comment O4c-18 
Regarding inhibition of CAGN dispersal, again, the comment implies that 
the Project findings disagree with the comment. This is not true.  As stated 
on EIR page 2.3-19, “the prevalence of chaparral and grassland constituents 
in the scrub…provides habitat for dispersal and migration.” 

Please refer to Response to Comment O4c-16 regarding the overall quality 
of habitat relative to CAGN, as well as resource agency confirmation of the 
assessment during a field visit. 
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Response to Comment O4c-19 
The potential for species to occur is based not only on the whether the species 
habitat associations are present, but more importantly on whether the site is 
located on or near an area where the species is known to occur. This is 
especially true and important for a migratory species like the southwestern 
willow flycatcher, which has limited locations in San Diego County for 
breeding, none of which include the Project reach of Escondido Creek. 
Although marginal habitat for the species occurs in the Project reach, the 
species is not likely to range through the local area in this part of San Diego 
County; therefore, the species was determined to have a very low potential 
to occur. In addition, the species was not observed or otherwise detected 
during least Bell’s vireo surveys or any other surveys completed for the 
Project. Finally, the species has never been observed or detected during 
surveys for Harmony Grove Village, which include surveys by Project 
biologists holding USFWS permits for the species. 
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Response to Comment O4c-20 
Refer to Response to Comment O4c-2, 5, 6 and 7 regarding Project surveys, 
including post-drought rare plant surveys conducted during optimal 
conditions in May and June 2017, which also confirmed the presence of the 
common species referenced by the commenter. 

Response to Comment O4c-21 
Refer to Response to Comment O4c-2, 5, 6 and 7 regarding Project surveys, 
clay soils, and Brodiaea. 

Response to Comment O4c-22 
The Project biologists observed more than the single reptile species 
referenced by the commenter. In fact, during the April 2017 site visit with 
the resource agencies, a California striped racer (Coluber lateralis lateralis) 
was observed alongside a side-blotch lizard (Uta stansburiana), both of 
which are common species. Appendix B of Appendix E to the EIR has been 
updated, as appropriate, with species noted during the 2017 surveys. 
Regarding sensitive reptile species’ potential to occur, significance of 
impacts, and mitigation, refer to Response to Comment O4c-4. 
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Response to Comment O4c-23 
Refer to Response to Comment O4c-4 regarding this and other non-listed 
species with potential to occur. 

Response to Comment O4c-24 
Refer to Response to Comment O4c-4 and 14 regarding this non-listed 
species. 

Response to Comment O4c-25 
Refer to Response to Comment O4c-4 regarding impacts and mitigation for 
non-listed species with potential to occur. The commenter does not 
specifically identify the several special-status wildlife species alleged as 
grassland-obligates or that regularly utilize grasslands. The County does not 
agree with the statement concerning grassland-obligate species. None of the 
special-status wildlife species mentioned by the commenter are grassland-
obligates; that is, none are obligated and restricted to occurring in grassland 
habitats only. These species occur in varying habitats. As correctly cited by 
the commenter, the species are considered to have a high potential to occur 
in the study area, not exclusively within the non-native grassland. 

Response to Comment O4c-26 
Based on the Project surveys, which included 34 surveys and other non-
specific site visits, no sensitive species were observed or detected within the 
non-native grasslands on the site; therefore, it is accurate to state in the EIR 
that the grassland is not occupied by sensitive species. The commenter 
reports on the recent, May 2017 discovery of a horned lizard carcass on a dirt 
road adjacent to non-native grassland on the Project site. The presence of a 
dead individual on a dirt road adjacent to the non-native grasslands is not 
evidence that the habitat was occupied by the species. Further, the surveys 
and site visits confirmed that the non-native grasslands do not support critical 
populations of species. None of the findings suggest that the sensitive species 
observed during surveys or that were determined to have a high potential to 
occur represent critical populations dependent upon the on-site non-native 
grasslands for their long-term survival. None of the findings suggest that the 
non-native grasslands are abundant in food and shelter for wildlife species.  
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The commenter further alleges that the analysis of the Project’s potential 
effects on grasslands and associated species does not satisfy the requirements 
of CEQA and its Guidelines. The County does not agree with this contention. 
The analysis was prepared in accordance with the County’s guidelines and 
determined acceptable to the County and resource agencies after several 
review iterations.   

Response to Comment O4c-27 
Refer to Response to Comment O4c-25 and 26 regarding grasslands. The 
mitigation ratio of 0.5:1 is consistent with the County’s guidelines and 
determined acceptable to the County and resource agencies. 
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Response to Comment O4c-28 
Refer to Response to Comment O4c-16 regarding CSS value. The 
commenter alleges that the observation of two male CAGN during a single, 
non-USFWS-protocol site visit translates into two CAGN territories on the 
site. Although there is potentially enough CSS and coastal sage-chaparral on 
the site to support two CAGN breeding territories, the observation of two 
CAGN males during a brief non-protocol site visit does not change the 
significance of the impacts or mitigation required for the Project.  

The commenter again misconstrues the impact significance threshold for the 
species. Even if two CAGN breeding territories had been confirmed on the 
site, which was not the case, the site would not be vital to support a viable 
population of CAGN in perpetuity. As addressed in the EIR, the site is not 
located within a CAGN core area, but is located in the vicinity of preserve 
lands supporting viable populations of CAGN, such as the areas further to 
the west near the Escondido Creek and Rancho La Costa Preserves, and the 
areas surrounding Lake Hodges located further to the southeast.  

The CSS and low numbers of CAGN on site are not vital to support this or 
other core populations in the area. As analyzed in Section 2.3.2.1 of the EIR, 
of the 10.4 acres of coastal sage scrub that would be impacted by the Project, 
approximately 4.1 acres (39 percent) are considered Low Value habitat. 
These are made of up of the smaller, fragmented patches in the southern and 
western portions of the Project impact area where CAGN were not detected 
during surveys, but which could be used for foraging, migration and 
dispersal. The remaining 6.3 acres of Intermediate Value coastal sage scrub 
in the eastern portion of the site was confirmed to be used for breeding by a 
single pair of CAGN and facilitates dispersal and movement functions for 
the species. Altogether, the impacted sage scrub on site has a limited carrying 
capacity and ceiling for breeding CAGN. Impacts to Low and Intermediate 
Value stands on site are considered significant, but would not reduce the 
likelihood of survival and recovery of CAGN, and would be reduced to less 
than significant with the implementation of mitigation measures M-BI-1b, 
M-BI-4, M-BI-5b, and M-BI-5c. 
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Response to Comment O4c-29 
The County agrees with the first paragraph of the comment regarding the 
value of large-scale planning, and preservation of large blocks of functional 
habitat.  Similarly, the cited text is accurate.  The County disagrees, however, 
with the assertion that the analysis ends with a finding that the site does not 
minimize habitat loss to the maximum extent practicable.  The commenter is 
referred to Section 2.3.2.5 of the EIR, Appendix E to the EIR, and the draft 
HLP findings.  As stated, impacts are allowable according to the Southern 
California Coastal Sage Scrub NCCP Conservation Guidelines (CDFW 
1993b), which establish the criteria for determining a site’s potential value 
for conservation. According to the NCCP Logic Flow Chart, the quality of 
habitat supported on the Project site is defined as being “Low Value” and 
“Intermediate Value.” Please refer to responses O4c-16 and O4c-28. 
According to the Conservation Guidelines, sites of Low and Intermediate 
Value can be impacted on a case by case basis with appropriate mitigation. 
The Project proposes appropriate mitigation for impacts to CAGN and CSS 
in mitigation measures M-BI-1b, M-BI-4, M-BI-5b, and M-BI-5c. The 
accuracy of Project Findings on this topic are within the purview of the 
County, the CEQA lead agency, as well as the wildlife resource agencies.  

Relative to identification of an alternative project design that additionally 
avoids CAGN habitat, the EIR does just that in Chapter 4.0, as part of the 
Biologically Superior Alternative.  The impact boundaries shown for that 
alternative were developed based on agency input during field review, and is 
the alternative recommended for approval by the USFWS and CDFW in 
Letter F1. 

The commenter’s assessment of the impacts and mitigation requirements for 
the Project are incorrect. Please refer to Response to Comment O4c-16 and 
O4c-28 regarding habitat value of the CSS to be impacted. The CAGN 
breeding territory would be impacted by the Project’s brush management and 
specifically the outer thinned native zone, retaining some habitat function.  
The on-the-ground effect of the proposed actions, however, would not be the 
net loss of 8.6 acres of CSS and it is unclear how the commenter arrived at 
this number. A total of 10.4 acres would be impacted on site, of which, 1.8 
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would be restored on site, resulting in an on-site loss of 8.6 acres of CSS. 
However, this is not a net loss of 8.6 acres of CSS as the Project would 
preserve an additional 18.5 acres of CSS off site, resulting in a net gain of 
9.9 acres of preserved CSS. Regardless, a total of 20.8 acres of CSS will 
ultimately be preserved by the Project.  

The Applicant has identified several potential off-site mitigation parcels 
within the Elfin Forest-Harmony Grove Planning Area and has reviewed the 
potential parcels with the County and Wildlife Agency staff. Additional 
review is anticipated as part of the planning process. The mitigation measure 
(M-BI-1b) specified in the EIR provides specific criteria for where this 
mitigation must occur and would require County and wildlife agency 
approval to deviate from those criteria.  Regarding specific identification of 
parcels as this time, it is not required and not the Applicant’s intent to publish 
details and specifics in a public review document regarding the potential 
parcels, including such sensitive information as parcel location address and 
landowner contact information, for example. The final HLP will identify 
such parcel(s) and a Resource Management Plan also will be completed, 
consistent with this comment and as previously planned.  

If the Project is approved and off-site mitigation is implemented, the impacts 
to CSS, both permanent and temporary, including impacts to low value 
unoccupied CSS and coastal sage-chaparral transition habitat, will be 
compensated at a superior, 2:1 ratio with intermediate and high value habitat 
occupied by CAGN. As addressed in the EIR, this ratio is superior 
considering the habitat value, as determined using the NCCP flow chart and 
guidelines. The commenter is discounting the additional components of the 
on- and off-site mitigation involving preservation of land, which include 
recordation of a Biological Open Space (BOS) easement; preparation and 
implementation of an Resource Management Plan (RMP) to address long-
term monitoring, maintenance, management, and reporting directives; and 
preserve stewardship by a qualified conservation entity, in perpetuity.  
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Response to Comment O4c-30 
Potential edge effects have been fully discussed in Subchapter 2.3 under the 
headings “Core Wildlife Area (Guideline 7),” “Indirect Impacts/Edge Effects 
(Guideline 8),” Wildlife Access (Guideline 19),” “Local and Regional 
Wildlife Corridors and Linkages (Guideline 20),” and “Cumulative Impacts 
to Wildlife Movement and Nursery Sites.”  Guideline 8 discussion in 
particular specifically addresses increased human activity, domesticated 
animal effects, introduction of invasive non-native plant species, and night-
lighting. The conclusion was that Project-related long-term impacts to 
sensitive species from indirect edge effects would be less than significant. 
The rationale for this conclusion is that the Project BOS will be actively 
managed in perpetuity by a qualified preserve manager and accordance with 
an RMP that includes management directives for indirect effects and that 
must be reviewed and approved by the County and Wildlife Agencies. In 
addition, “Required installation of fencing and signage around the BOS, 
dedication of a BOS easement, protection of the BOS by a limited building 
zone easement, and implementation of the RMP for the Proposed Project, 
would further minimize potential edge effects over the long-term.” All of 
these considerations, combined with the fact that the BOS is largely up slope 
of Project development areas, and that irrigation would not drain off-site into 
native habitats, native plant species are incorporated into the Project 
landscaping, and thinned brush management zone areas would retain some 
functionality in interface areas, results in no significant impact being 
identified.   The comment does not provide any justification for stating that 
the Project actions would be inadequate to address long-term effects, and it 
would be speculative to guess at the rationale.  No additional response is 
required. 

Response to Comment O4c-31 
Each of the following recommended actions regarding edge effects is 
individually addressed in Response to Comment O4c-32 through 35. 
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Response to Comment O4c-32 
The County concurs. As stated in Appendix E of the EIR and referenced by 
the commenter, the Project would utilize native scrub species to the extent 
allowed. The species referenced by the commenter are noted. 
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Response to Comment O4c-33 
The County concurs. Although the focus of invasives control is on the HOA 
maintained landscape which is located throughout the Project, and often in 
proximity to biological open space or approaching Escondido Creek where 
roadscape is proposed, as noted in the Project Design Features on EIR page 
1-52, fuel management, vegetation management and maintenance 
requirements are proposed for individual property owners through CC&Rs.  
These requirements would also restrict use of invasives. 
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Response to Comment O4c-34 
This comment is noted. The County will consider using an early detection-
rapid response element within the RMP. It is expected that monitoring visits 
and inspections for invasives would be conducted monthly, and at least 
quarterly, which is in-line with the early detection and rapid response 
approach. 

Response to Comment O4c-35 
The EIR is not required to specify the entity required to implement the RMP 
or the mechanism by which the RMPs implementation would be funded. The 
implementing entity will be qualified and must be approved by the County 
and Wildlife Agencies. It is expected that the RMP implementation would 
be funded through a non-wasting endowment, which is the current standard 
for funding such programs. 
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Response to Comment O4c-36 
Please refer to Response to Comment O4c-29 regarding the Biologically 
Superior Alternative, which was developed with input from the Wildlife 
Agencies. The commenter is missing other key factors driving the footprint 
of the Biologically Superior Alternative, which are, the facilitation of north-
south movement of CAGN and other wildlife species. Although CAGN 
breeding habitat is an important factor and would be preserved under the 
Biologically Superior Alternative, additional habitat and topographic high 
points for CAGN dispersal and migration would be preserved and are 
stronger drivers for the Biological Superior Alternative. This is addressed in 
Appendix E to the EIR. The Biologically Superior Alternative would also 
preserve additional sensitive plant species and result in a larger BOS area. 
Non-biological factors driving the Biologically Superior Alternative design 
revolve around road circulation and Village designation density constraints, 
as explained in Sections S.5.5.1 and 4.6.1 of the EIR. These are all 
meaningful reasons driving the Biologically Superior Alternative design. 

Response to Comment O4c-37 
This is a summary conclusion, without specifics. Please refer to the responses 
above for individual and focused responses. 

Response to Comment O4c-38 
Please refer to Response to Comment O4c-7 regarding Brodiaea, Response 
to Comment O4c-5 regarding survey windows during May and June  in 2017, 
and Response to Comment O4c-6 regarding clay soils and Canchalagua, 
respectively. 
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Response to Comment O4c-39 
Please refer to Response to Comment O4c-13 regarding western spadefoot. 
As noted, when the impacts would not result in the loss of an on-site 
population or impact the local long-term survival of the species, they are 
adequately mitigated through the implementation of habitat-based 
mitigation. No additional mitigation is required.   

Response to Comment O4c-40 
Please refer to Response to Comment O4c-14 regarding coast horned lizard. 

Response to Comment O4c-41 
Refer to Response to Comment O4c-5 regarding rare plant survey timing. 
The Project grasslands do not contain sensitive or rare plant species.  Please 
also refer to Response to Comment O4c-20 and 26.    

Response to Comment O4c-42 
Comments noted.  The presence of two adult males on site is not at variance 
with the Project findings.  Please refer to Response to Comment O4c-16 and 
17 regarding CAGN findings and 2017 conditions, respectively, and O4c-29 
regarding habitat value ratings. 

Response to Comment O4c-43 
Comment noted. As discussed in Response to Comment O4c-29, this 
statement is consistent with text in the EIR. 

Response to Comment O4c-44 
The County respectfully disagrees. The Biologically Superior Alternative 
addressed in Chapter 4.0 provides the maximum practicable minimization of 
habitat loss. 
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Response to Comment O4c-45 
The County respectfully disagrees.  Please refer to Response to Comment 
O4c-29.  

Response to Comment O4c-46 
Please refer to Response to Comment O4c-3 regarding the nature of assessed 
fuel management impacts and its inclusion within permanent, direct impacts.  
The fuel modification impacts are necessary elements of the Fire Protection 
Plan, and cannot be further minimized.  The Project appropriately addresses 
potential landscaping and edge effects, as previously addressed in Response 
to Comment O4c-30 and O4c-33.   

Response to Comment O4c-47 
The County respectfully disagrees. Please refer to Response to Comment 
O4c-2 regarding literature review and adequacy of baseline surveys, and 
Response to Comment O4c-29 regarding the Biologically Superior 
Alternative. The Project identifies adequate mitigation in accordance with 
County requirements as well as Draft MSCP North County Plan ratios for 
mitigation.  No comments on mitigation ratios were received from the 
USFWS or CDFW, both of which consider habitat and species preservation 
directly under their purview.  The Project design specifically incorporates 
over 34 acres of biological open space to be permanently preserved. This 
open space would abut DDHP boundaries along the southern and 
southeastern portions of the Project. This open space set aside would 
augment, rather than impact, this preserve.  Similarly, residential uses are set 
back from the Project’s northern boundary, and both a wetlands buffer as 
well as a Limited Building Zone buffer combine to set Project uses back from 
the TECC Escondido Creek easement.  The Project also would minimize 
runoff flow from horse manure north over the Project site to Escondido Creek 
as all Project area flows would be trapped and treated prior to release into 
storm drains. Similarly, this would benefit the creek and the TECC property. 
Please also refer to Response to Comment O4c-12 regarding benefits of the 
proposed bridge to Escondido Creek.   
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The County respectfully disagrees that additional literature review and field 
work is necessary and that additional Project design or mitigation planning 
is required beyond the substantial efforts already completed.  As a result, no 
recirculation is required.  

Response to Comment O4c-48 
This is a closing statement and is not at variance with information in the EIR. 
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Response to Comment O4c-49 
This attachment is the resume for the author of Response to Comment Letter 
O4-c.  It is not further addressed.   
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