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LETTER C 
California Department of Fish and Wildlife 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
C-1 The comment provides introductory statements and a generally accurate 

description of the proposed project; it does not raise a specific issue related to 
the adequacy of the EIR. Therefore, no specific response is provided. 
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C-2 CDFW’s San Dieguito Lagoon State Marine Conservation Area (SMCA) is 

located southwest of the project, west of Interstate 5 and south of the San 
Dieguito River. No project activities would occur within the SMCA, and the 
analysis throughout the EIR evaluates the potential for impact to adjacent 
areas within the lagoon complex. Numerical modeling (Appendix D, 
Attachment B) for riverine flood events uniformly showed no sedimentation 
issues within the San Dieguito Lagoon SMCA for existing conditions or the 
proposed project. No impacts were identified to the SMCA in the context of 
construction or project maintenance. Because of the physical separation of the 
proposed project and the SMCA, and the lack of impacts or compatibility 
issues, the SMCA was not specifically called out within the analysis. Text has 
been added to Section 5.1.1, pages 5.1-2 and 5.1-6 and Section 5.1.3, page 
5.1-17 to identify the SMCA location and consistency.   
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C-3 Appendix G of the EIR discusses regional databases California Natural 

Diversity Database (CNDDB) (CDFW 2016a, b, c, d), California Native Plant 
Society (CNPS) Inventory of Rare and Endangered Plants (CNPS 2016), and 
Natural Resources Conservation Service Web Soil Survey (USDA 2013) that 
were consulted by biologists to assess the potential for Rare Natural 
Communities within the biological study area (BSA). In addition, as discussed 
in Appendix G of the EIR, vegetation mapping was conducted in the BSA to 
classify native and nonnative vegetation communities in the BSA. Although the 
CNDDB produced no results for rare natural communities in the BSA, limited 
native natural communities were mapped as described in Figures 5.6-1 and 
5.6-2. As described in Section 3.4.2, page 3-7, the proposed project would 
establish and enhance wetland and upland natural communities in the BSA, 
most of which are ranked as rare natural communities. As such, the project 
would result in a benefit to rare natural communities. PDFs -21 through -26, 
discussed in Table 3-4, Table 11-2, and Section 5.6.3, page 5.6-29, have been 
incorporated into the proposed project’s design to aid in successful 
revegetation of native vegetation communities.  

 
C-4 As referenced, the proposed project is a restoration effort and therefore 

incorporates project design features into the proposed project’s approach to 
construct the project in an environmentally sensitive way when feasible. 
Standard Construction Practices identified in Table 3-2 would also be 
implemented, and many impacts would be avoided and thus not require 
mitigation. However, the EIR does identify project-specific impacts throughout 
Chapter 5, as well as mitigation measures associated with each impact. Table 
11-1 lists those proposed project impacts and associated mitigation measures.  

 
C-5 The biological resources analysis in Section 5.6.1 of the EIR identifies existing 

biological resources consistent with the CEQA baseline and is based on a 
series of information sources, including species-specific surveys, volunteer bird 
count efforts, and database information. Prior to project implementation, it is 
anticipated that additional surveys may be required, and the project team will 
continue coordination with CDFW and other regulatory agencies to address 
pre-construction baseline survey requirements during the permitting process. 
Avoidance and minimization measures are listed in Table 3-4 and Table 11-2, 
and PDFs such as the presence of an onsite biological monitor and restricting 
vegetation clearing and grubbing to outside the special-status bird breeding 
season have been incorporated into the proposed project. Additional species, 
survey methodology, and minimization measures may be determined and 
approved during the permitting process based upon the potential for species 
occupation, as described in the EIR.  

 
C-6 As identified in the EIR biological analysis, Section 5.6.3, the proposed project 

is not anticipated to result in significant direct impacts to or take of migratory or 
nesting birds; thus, mitigation measures were not provided because no impact 
was identified. As suggested in the commenter’s letter on the Notice of 
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Preparation (NOP) for the proposed project, avoidance of the breeding season 
was considered; however, the extension of the construction schedule to 
accommodate avoidance of the breeding season would result in more and 
prolonged biological impacts. Additional language has been added to Section 
5.6.5, page 5.6-52 of the Final EIR for clarification as to why avoidance of the 
breeding season is biologically undesirable. For that reason, continuous 
construction is preferable. Project design features outlined in Table 3-4 and 
Table 11-2 limit the timing of vegetation removal to outside the breeding 
season (PDF-19) as vegetation removal can be highly disruptive to nesting 
avian species. Text was added on Section 5.6.3, page 5.6-44 of the Final EIR 
to clarify the advantages of vegetation removal outside of the breeding season.  

 
 A temporary indirect noise impact was identified that could affect bird species, 

including migratory and nesting birds. As habitat would be removed prior to the 
initiation of the nesting season and construction noise would be ongoing, birds 
would use available adjacent habitat that exists within the remainder of the 
San Dieguito Lagoon complex as desired, including migratory birds, and 
significant direct impacts as well as take of birds and their nests would be 
avoided, as defined under the MBTA and CFGC. 
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C-7 Please see Response to Comment C-6.  
 
C-8 Please see Responses to Comments C-5 and C-6. Noise reduction mitigation 

measures include appropriate mufflers, audible alarms adjusted to lower sound 
levels (as allowable), consideration of other warning mechanisms besides 
audible alarms, consideration of equipment acoustical upgrades, and 
minimization of idling times (see Mitigation Measure Noise-4, page 5.10-15). It 
is anticipated that vegetation clearing and grubbing, to the extent possible, 
would be restricted to outside the special-status bird breeding season, 
included as a PDF in Table 3-4 and Table 11-2. 

 
 As described in Section 5.6.5, page 5.6-52, impacts would be less with year-

round operations than would occur if the total construction time was extended to 
avoid work during the breeding season. As described in Section 5.6.3, page 5.6-
44 and Section 5.10.3, page 5.10-7, work within the site would be dynamic and 
equipment would be mobile throughout the site, resulting in varying levels of 
noise at any given time during construction. Page 5.6-54 details that additional 
noise-reducing measures were considered in the EIR such as screening or other 
noise-reducing methods. None were found feasible due to the complications and 
additional impacts resulting from installing noise barriers and the dynamic nature 
of the construction activities. It is anticipated that surveys would be conducted 
pre-construction as noted above, and project personnel made aware of adjacent 
sensitive species. Vegetation would also be removed outside the breeding 
season, as discussed above, and areas for nesting near active construction 
areas would be limited. While construction noise would be ongoing, birds would 
continue to be able to use large expanses of high value habitat that exists within 
the majority of the San Dieguito Lagoon complex.  

 
 Baseline surveys would be conducted for sensitive species to support the 

permitting process. Prior to project implementation, the project team will 
continue coordination with CDFW, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and other 
appropriate regulatory agencies during the permitting phase. If nests are 
identified during construction, depending on the species sensitivity and 
proximity to active construction, additional noise monitoring or limitations on 
construction may be required, but such conditions will be specifically identified 
during the permit process. 

 
C-9 Please see Response to Comment C-8. 
 
C-10 Please see Responses to Comments C-5 and C-9. 
 
C-11 Text has been added to Section 5.6.3, page 5.6-49 to clarify ongoing 

construction in the form of future maintenance activities that would occur within 
the restored project area. Maintenance would be infrequent, occurring only 
when large storm events (25-, 50-, or 100-year storms) have created 
sedimentation that requires removal and meets the criteria outlined in Section  
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 3.4.2, page 3-16 of the EIR. To construct the project in an environmentally 

sensitive way, project design features require that birds be flushed from the 
area prior to maintenance if necessary, and maintenance would be focused in 
areas with substantial sediment deposition that is expected to make habitat not 
suitable for nesting. These highly infrequent and isolated areas of temporary 
activity in brackish marsh would not substantially restrict the ability of light-
footed Ridgway’s rails to utilize the marsh area, since areas identified for 
maintenance would be relatively low in habitat value after large storm events 
as identified in the EIR, and additional nonaffected areas of brackish marsh 
habitat would be available for rail use during times of maintenance activity.  

 
C-12 Please see Response to Comment C-5. Prior to project implementation, it is 

anticipated that additional surveys may be required, potentially including San 
Diego pocket mouse and San Diego jackrabbit as indicated in the comment. 
The project team will continue coordination with CDFW and other regulatory 
agencies to address pre-construction baseline survey requirements during the 
permitting process. 

 
C-13 Please see Response to Comment C-5. Prior to project implementation, it is 

anticipated that additional surveys may be required, potentially including 
burrowing owl as indicated in the comment. The project team will continue 
coordination with CDFW and other regulatory agencies to address pre-
construction baseline survey requirements during the permitting process. 

 
C-14 Brackish marsh establishment east of the utility corridor is identified as 

mitigation for impacts to Ridgway’s rail habitat associated with the El Camino 
Real Bridge/Road Widening Project, as noted by the commenter. Therefore, 
this portion of the project is being designed to support that sensitive species 
within the restoration site.  

 
 Current conditions suggest that existing transmission structures or poles are 

not substantially impacting the existing population of Ridgway’s rails in the 
vicinity of the bridge replacement project. The length of the San Dieguito River 
from approximately the El Camino Real Bridge upstream to the former sand 
mine pit has numerous telephone poles and street lamps that currently serve 
as potential raptor perches. This portion of the river is densely populated by 
rails, suggesting that raptor perches are not the limiting factor to rail population 
within the lagoon. According to Zembal et al. (2011) and Zembal and Hoffman 
(2012), the main predators of rails in the lagoon are terrestrial predators. The 
best protection for rails, both adult and juvenile, from aerial predators is dense 
vegetation. Given that the brackish marsh is only minimally tidal, one would not 
expect the rails to be flushed to the perimeter of the wetlands during an 
extreme high tide event like they would in a fully tidal system. Thus, they could 
remain hidden in dense vegetation, minimizing the potential for predation 
within the restoration area. Other means of lessening potential predation of 
light-footed Ridgway’s rail were not considered due to the density of cover 
designed into the project.  
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C-15 As detailed in Table 8-1 of the EIR, ongoing and anticipated projects are 

planned within the lagoon by other agencies and the impacts associated with 
those improvements have been evaluated separately from the proposed 
project. The analysis in Section 8.3.6 considers temporary cumulative biological 
impacts and describes that adverse biological impacts resulting from cumulative 
projects could include disturbance of sensitive vegetation communities, habitat 
loss, impacts to nesting or foraging sensitive species, and restrictions to wildlife 
movement, among others. These projects and their impacts would require 
similar approval, permitting, and mitigation requirements as the proposed 
project. The EIR did not find the proposed project’s contribution to a potential 
temporary cumulative impact significant due to mitigation requirements, the 
temporary nature of the impacts, and only a potential for overlapping 
construction timing. Given the latest information from the City, the El Camino 
Real Bridge/Road Replacement Project is anticipated to start construction mid-
year 2022 with 30 months of active construction (Garcia, personal 
communication, 2018). The proposed project is anticipated to start construction 
in 2020 with a 30-month construction duration; therefore, overlap between the 
two project schedules is possible, but would likely be minimal with a couple of 
coinciding months at the end of the proposed project and start of the El Camino 
Real Bridge/Road Replacement Project. Updated timing information for the El 
Camino Real Bridge/Road Replacement Project has been added to Table 8-1 of 
the EIR. Additional language has been added to Section 8.3.6, pages 8-12 and 
13 to further address temporary cumulative impacts per this comment and 
additional cumulative-related comments in this letter.  

 
C-16 The Fairbanks Ranch Golf Course Remedial Mitigation Project has been 

added to the list of cumulative projects (Table 8-1) and is considered in the 
cumulative analysis as suggested by the comment.  

 
C-17 Please see Response to Comment C-15. Table 8-1 of the EIR provides the 

information that was available and pertinent to the cumulative analysis. In 
many cases, the specific and detailed information requested in the comment is 
not available as a cumulative project may only be in an early planning stage 
and details are not available.  

 
 Where appropriate and helpful to the analysis discussion, specific impacts 

identified in the environmental documents for other projects were included. 
Additional language has been added to Section 8.3.6, pages 8-12 and 13 to 
further address temporary cumulative impacts to biological resources and 
additional cumulative-related comments in this letter.  

 
C-18 The comment does not specify what direct or indirect topics are missing from 

the cumulative analysis. The cumulative analysis provides discussion of direct 
and indirect effects as necessary for each topic area. Specific areas of 
discussion, such as the indirect effect of noise to biological resources, have 
been expanded in Chapter 8 of the EIR as requested by these comments. 
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Additional discussion regarding cumulative noise potential has been added to 
Section 8.3.6, pages 8-12 and 13.  

 
C-19 The ability of wildlife species to use lagoon habitat during the proposed 

project’s operations (i.e., ongoing maintenance) is discussed in Section 5.6.3, 
page 5.6-49 of the EIR. As detailed, the proposed project operations would 
include infrequent maintenance activities of short duration. Activities would be 
focused within specific areas of the site that receive substantial sedimentation 
and therefore have reduced habitat function. These focused activities would 
not substantially affect the ability of species to utilize habitat within the lagoon, 
and would not contribute to a significant cumulative impact. Additionally, during 
future maintenance, the local wildlife would also have the benefit of other 
restored habitat areas from nearby completed restoration projects, such as the 
Fairbanks Ranch Golf Course Remedial Mitigation Project and the SCE 
restoration project. Additional information regarding this cumulative topic has 
been added to Section 8.3.6, pages 8-12 and 13 of the EIR. 

 
C-20 Since the construction schedule of the El Camino Real Bridge/Road Widening 

Project is anticipated to begin in 2022 and the proposed project in 2020, these 
projects are expected to have some potential overlap at the end of the 
proposed project and start of the bridge project, but would not cause 
cumulative impacts to these species. Additional information regarding timing 
has been added to Table 8-1 and additional discussion of cumulative related 
impacts is included in Section 8.3.6, pages 8-12 and 13 of the EIR. While year-
round construction has been determined to minimize the temporary duration of 
proposed project impacts, the El Camino Real Bridge/Road Widening Project 
and Fairbanks Ranch Golf Course Remedial Mitigation Project each propose 
measures to minimize impacts to Ridgway’s rails during the breeding season 
such as conducting work by hand and operating outside of the breeding 
season. Additionally, Ridgway’s rails and least Bell’s vireos observed within 
the proposed project site have been relatively low numbers, and habitat within 
W-19 is minimal and of lesser quality compared to the surrounding areas. As 
shown in Figure 5.6-4 of the EIR, two light-footed Ridgway’s rails and one 
male least Bell’s vireo were detected within the BSA. A pair of Ridgway’s rails 
was detected outside of the BSA but within a 100-foot buffer. As mentioned 
above, higher-quality habitat is available east of the El Camino Real Bridge 
and also within the restored portions of San Dieguito Lagoon completed by 
SCE. These areas provide available, higher-quality habitat for species to utilize 
during construction than the proposed project site.  
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C-21 The El Camino Real Bridge/Road Widening Project is an independent action 

being undertaken by the City of San Diego and associated mitigation 
requirements are the responsibility of that project. It is the intent to implement 
the proposed project and begin restoration of the W-19 site in the most 
expedient manner possible. Construction of the proposed project is anticipated 
to begin in 2020 assuming permitting and other requirements are met. The El 
Camino Real Bridge/Road Widening Project has Final EIR approval (February 
2017) and NEPA approval as of June 2018. According to City staff, 
construction is anticipated to last 30 months, tentatively beginning mid-year 
2022 (Garcia, personal communication, 2018). It is anticipated that mitigation 
associated with the proposed project will be implemented prior to the start of 
construction for the El Camino Real Bridge/Road Widening Project. The El 
Camino Real Bridge/Road Widening Project Final EIR (City of San Diego 
2016) describes in Mitigation Measure Bio-1 that, prior to the start of road or 
bridge construction, preparation of a final restoration plan for the proposed 
project is required. A restoration plan is currently being developed for the 
proposed project, including the brackish marsh anticipated to provide 
mitigation for the El Camino Real Bridge/Road Widening Project. However, 
specific mitigation requirements for that project are being identified through 
their separate permit process.  

 
C-22 To protect the proposed wetlands from extensive scour, rock slope protection 

would be installed at the outlet of the existing El Camino Real storm 
drain/wildlife undercrossing located south of the utility corridor. The outlet 
drains into the W-19 site. As described in Section 3.4.2, page 3-24, the 
proposed design for the rock slope protection would include a 1- to 2-foot earth 
cover and native plantings placed on top of the rock slope protection to provide 
a natural and even ground surface that would not preclude wildlife from using 
the crossing. Additional clarifying information was added to the wildlife 
crossing analysis in Section 5.6.3, page 5.6-46 regarding the covering of the 
rock slope protection with soil and native vegetation plantings to maintain an 
accessible wildlife crossing surface. Additional design considerations would be 
addressed as the proposed project moves forward.  

 
C-23 The rock slope protection would be located within the proposed project site. 

Neither this onsite protection nor other project components would alter 
conditions or performance of the existing undercrossing, which is a City facility 
that would continue to function as it does currently. The proposed rock slope 
protection is designed to protect the proposed project site and restored habitat 
areas from scour. As stated in Response to Comment C-22, the proposed 
design for the rock slope protection would include a 1- to 2-foot earth cover 
and native vegetation on top of the rock slope protection, as stated in Section 
3.4.2, page 3-24 of the Project Description. The earthen cover would be 
located downslope from the undercrossing and would not cause additional 
sedimentation within the crossing. The proposed improvements would be 
coordinated with the City of San Diego, as necessary, to ensure no effect to 
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the undercrossing would result from installation of the rock slope protection 
within the restoration site. Clarifying information was added to the wildlife 
crossing analysis on Section 5.6.3, page 5.6-46 regarding the covering of the 
rock slope protection with soil and native vegetation plantings to maintain an 
accessible wildlife crossing.  

 
C-24 Current conditions on the disposal site are reflective of a different planting 

approach by SCE, which focuses on stabilizing soils rather than establishing a 
specific habitat type suitable for species support, as is required for the 
proposed project. As described in Response to Comment B-17, the project 
team is aware of revegetation challenges in this location and has incorporated 
measures to best ensure success based on lessons learned from previous 
revegetation efforts. Soil sampling would occur at the completion of 
construction to determine the baseline condition of the soils. As part of the 
design and permitting phase, specific measures would be identified to ensure 
success of plant establishment, including measures such as soil amendment 
specifics and irrigation with fresh water, as identified in Table 3-4, PDFs 21, 
22, and 23. The irrigation system would accomplish a period of soil wetting to 
help leach salts. It is anticipated that soil amendments may include gypsum (to 
bind salts) and organic hummic compost (to increase organic matter and start 
to build soil texture and provide other nutrients), as well as other appropriate 
amendments. Irrigation would likely continue throughout a prescribed period of 
time to help plants establish. In areas where there is more mortality, additional 
soil sampling and adaptive management strategies would be applied. Adaptive 
management would continue as habitats establish and could include irrigation, 
soil sampling, amendments, decompaction in strategic areas, adjustments to 
the plant palette, and supplemental planting. 

 
 These measures have been used in other locations to reduce issues with 

habitat establishment due to soil salinity. For example, in the Del Mar Phase 1 
restoration project, a linear berm was planted with coastal sage scrub that did 
not survive. The soil was determined to be hypersaline. Subsequently, to 
increase potential for successful revegetation, the soil was amended multiple 
times, the area irrigated, and the plant palette adjusted. Supplemental 
plantings resulted in increased success and appear to be adjusting well. An 
important feature of the ongoing adaptive management component, as 
described in Section 3.5.4, page 3-35, is to allow for future remedial measures 
that may be implemented if success criteria or permit conditions are not met, or 
if conditions change during long-term monitoring and additional needs develop.  
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C-25 Prior to project implementation, the project team will submit a request for right 

of entry to CDFW Lands Management. The comment has been noted. No 
further action is required. 

 
C-26 Maintenance of the storm drain on El Camino Real falls under the City of San 

Diego’s responsibility and would remain the City’s responsibility. The proposed 
project would not affect performance of the culverts and does not propose to 
change the existing condition or purpose of the culverts; addressing existing 
conditions or impairments of the culverts is therefore outside the scope of the 
proposed project. 

 
C-27 Several adaptive management strategies have been incorporated into the 

proposed project’s design as discussed in Section 3.5.4, page 3-35. The 
proposed project includes transition areas with gradual slopes, which would be 
available to convert into wetland habitat as sea level rises. Adaptive 
management of sediment removal after major storm events has also been 
incorporated into the proposed project; ultimately, the interaction of sea level 
rise and sedimentation from severe storm events is unpredictable. Over time, 
wetland conversions would be expected to occur due to sea level rise unless 
sedimentation from storm events also occurs at similar rates, which is 
speculative.  

 
 
C-28 Revised text has been added to Tables 3-4 and 11-2 of the EIR to include 

consultation with CDFW regarding PDF-27. 
 
 
 
 
 
C-29 If and when special-status species are detected during the proposed project’s 

restoration maintenance and monitoring program, occurrences would be 
reported to the CNDDB using the online reporting form. 
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C-30 The comment provides closing statements and does not raise a specific issue 

related to the adequacy of the EIR. Therefore, no specific response is 
provided. 
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