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1.0 INTRODUCTION

The San Luis Obispo County Engineering Department (County) plans fo perform maintenance
activities along Los Berros and Arrovo Grande Creek Flood Control Channels, The County 13
under contract from the Natural Resources Conservalion Service (NRCS) to maintain the flood
control channels. Whereas the County will, in the fiture, be pursuing a long-term maintenance
stralegy with associated permits, this work will focus on the removal of buill up scdiment from
critical areas during the summer of 2000.

The County contracted Essex Environmental to conduct a habitat assessment of the proposed
maintenance arcas along the flond channel in order to provide information to supplement the
cnvironmental permitting process. This document presents the results af the habitat assessment
conducted mn Junc 2000.

2.0 PROJECT DESCRIPTION

Arroyo Grande Creek flows west for approximately 13 miles from Lopez Lake to the Pacific
{cean in San Luis Obispo County. The lower 3.5 miles of the onginal creek was channelized (o
provide [lood control hetween 1957 and 1959. In addition, an overllow channel was built from
I.0s Berros Creek Lo the main stem of the Arrove Grande Creek flood control channel. Both
Arrovo Grande Creek and Los Berros Creek flood channels are bordered by manmade levees that
provide vehicle access along the channels. Sections of these channels within in the lower 3.5
miles have collected sediment along the levees that 1s scheduled for removal during the summer
of 2000,

The maintcnance activity involves removing built up sediments from critical points between the
flood eontrol levees. Plans call for using a long-reach excavator to remave the sediment that has
aceumulated, farming bars and terraces within the flood channel. The excavator will either work
from the levee, use existing ramps to access dry areas within the channel, or will track down the
levee bank. Since the existing levee provides access along the llood channcls, additional
excavation for equipment access will not be necessary, In addition, a setback from the edge ol
the stream channel will be mandatory lo preven! access and work from occurring in flowmg or
standing waler.

The Los Berros Creek arm and the Arroyo Grande Creek flood control channel currently contain
active flow channels of varving width. During summer flows the Los Berros Creek arm stream
width ranges from 3 to 10 feet while the Arrovo Grande Creek stream width ranges from O 1o
over 30 feet. Both channels have moderately low gradients ereating a flat stream botrom for
flows to meander over and gradual to steep banks berween levees.

Armroyo Grande Creek is known to contain statc sensitive and federally listed species. The focus
of this habital assessment addressed the vegetation communities and the locations of polential
habitat for special status fish and herpelofauna species along the lower reaches of the Los Berros
arm and Arrovo Grande Creek flood channel (Figure 1.).
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3.0 ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING

3.1 Vegetation

A mix of vegetation within the flood channel and along the banks of the levee provide a mosaic
of plant communities. The Los Berros arm is predominately bordered by a dense wetland fringe
of plants including watercress (Rorippa nasturtium aguatica), Amenican brooklime (Feronzca
americana), and smartweed (Polveonum amphibium). The Arroyo Grande Creek [lood channel
is also bordered by a similar wetland fringe, but is not as dense. Both creck channels are
scatlered with pockets of tall species ol emergent vegetation including arroyo willow (Sa/ix
lasiolepts), bulrush (Scirpus acutus), and broadleaf caltails (Tvpha latfolial. A mix of riparian
and ruderal species grow along the upper banks of hoth channels. These plants include arroyo
willows, covole brush (Baccharis piiularis), poison hemlock (Conium macultim). fennel
(Foenicwlum valgare), and mustard (Brassica sp.). A broad mix of these communities cxists and
is described in the Results Section. In general. the plant communitics are spatially distributed by
clevation, with more of a ruderal mix in the areas with deeper sediment deposits and the welland
and riparian spceics closer to the water level,

3.2 Sensitive Plant Species

A total of 20 special-status plant species that arc known from the vicinity of the study site were
tarpeted during the initial site assessment. Of these species, only four were considerad to have
potential to veeur in the project area, based on mdividual species distribution pattems and habitat
associations observed within the study area (Table 1),

3.3 Sensitive Wildlife Species

Sensitive fish and amphibian species with federal siatus were targeted during the assessment.
I'hese target species include the south-central California steelhead (Oncorhynchuy mykiss),
lidewaler goby (Fucyelogobius newberry), arroyo toad (Bufo microscaphus californicus), and
Califomia red-legged [rop (Rana aurora drayton). In addition, state sensilive specics and
potential habitat were also considered und are included in Table 2. The following section
provides a brief life history for the federal listed species.

3.4 South-Central California Coast Steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss)

The designated geagraphic boundaries for the south-central California coast steelhead (steelhead)
are from the Pajaro River, south to (but not including) the Santa Maria River (DOC 2000),
Critical habitat includes all river reaches and estuarine areas accessihle to steelhead in coastal
river basins. In addition, hahitat includes riparian areas adjacenl lo sircams that provide shade,
sediment transport, hutrient or chemical regulation, streambank stability, and input of woody
debris or organic matter (DOC 2000).

Steelhead spend much of their adult life in the ocean but return fo streams to spawn from
December through April. Females select a site with clean intergravel flow, then dig a spawning
site and deposit eggs. Meanwhile, an attendant male fertilizes them (DOC 2000).

Epgs hatch and fry generally emerge from the gravel m approximately four to six weeks. Newly
emerged fry move to shallow, protecied arcas along a streem margin and then eventually move to
[eeding locations, which they defend (WPRC 1997). Juvenile steelhead inhabit riffles, but some
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larger fish will inhabit pools or decper runs (Barnhart 1986). Juveniles can remain in fresh water
far ome to several years before migrating downstream and undergoing physiological changes and
enlering the ocean. Steelhead spend from several months to three years m the Pacific Ocean

hefore returning lo [resh water (WRPC 1997).

Tahle 1

Special-Status Plant Species with Potential to Occur at the Arroyo Grande Flood Control

Project. San Luis Obispo County, California

Distribution

Monterey, Santa
Borbara, and San

Sunts Barbura

Obispo counties

IMabitat Identification |
Requirements Period |
| Coastal dunes, Tine-Aupust

Coastal scrub,
marshes and swamps

Occurrence at
Study Site

Sile eneonipasses
Luniwed elergent
mnrsh labatat that
15 considered
marpinally suitable
tn support the
spocies however,
TONG WAre
encountersd at the
project silg,

| Constal bluft scrub
arud coastal dunes

| Santa Barpara,

San Dicgo, San

Baje Califoruia

| Marshes and SWRILPS
|

Apnl-lune

Sie within range of |

the spacics,
however, site lacks
coustal blurt scib
and coastal dune
Yegemnan
assnciarcd with the
spocics,

April-September

Santa Barbara

Cbispo cownlies

Cloged-cone
coniferous forest,
chaparral, coastal
dunes, coastal scrub
and ripanzan semib

ApriTae

S8 ERCOMpAsses
emergent marsh
habirar thar 15
constdered sutlable
w1 support U
species, howsaver,
noneg were
ohaerved -
Site encompasses
marginally susmahble
ripatian sorith
Aabirar to support
the sperics,
novwever, none
were ohserved.

Staie Lisueg Code

Species Status*®
(Fed/State/
CNPS)
La Ciraciosa tustle SCT/B
{ Cirgrem foncholepis)
Luis Obispo
counnes
Surf thstle SCTHR
{Civerm rhodthophifim) untl Sun Luis
|
Ciambel’ s waler cress LTIR
(Raryapu pambellii)
Luis Omspo
counties and
L |
Black-flowered Dgwort SC—1B |
| (Seraphulara alfrala) end Sen Lus
Federal Lisgng Cade
E Tederally Listed as Endunpaed
s Federl Special Cancem specics

Catifornia Marive [Mam 5

jcty Listing Cisde

1H Rare or Endangered in Cahiforms and efsewhers
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Tahle 2

Hahitat Associations and Assessment Results for Sensitive Fish and Herpetofauna Species
with Potential to Occur along the Arrove Grande Creek Flood Control Channel

Name

Statuy

Habitat Association

Assessment Hesults

South central Califoria
coast steelhead
(Grieorfiynciius mykiss)

FT, SE,
CH

Require cool, deep pools for refuge and
foraping through the summer, prior o
spawning in the winter. Generally found
in shallow areas, with cobble or boulder
bottoms ot the tails of pools.

| Surtable habutar nocurs along deep,
streamcut marging and pools shaded by
sharehne canopy durng low flows
within the fload channzl, Ohaerved 2
guveniles in the lovwer enel of the Muod
chanmnel.

Tidewater goby
(Ewcyelogobius newherns)

Arrorvo ol
(Bufo microscaphies
vedsfzrnicis)

FE, 8C

Requires coastal lagoons with brackish
water fed by freshwater inland sreams
and seasonal ocean water inlets, Clean
gravel substrate, oxvpenated water, lack
of human induced streambed altcration,
and lack of non-native predators provides
potential survivorship of goby
popatlations

Marginal hahitat ocours n the coastal
lagoon, above the mouth of the crock,
| Tlowever, the substrate was hoeavily
silted in spots and severa] algal mats
covered the surface of the water.

Require overflow poals adjacent tn the
mflow channel of primarily 5% order
strearms free of predatory fishes. Favors
exposed, shallow pools with & minimum
al sill and low velocity and are near
shaded shoreline or ceatral bars, and
stable sandy terraces for bumrowing.

FarmitedJow rated habitt exidts i the
ood chugnel wud along its banks |
Access road crossings provide marginal |
burrowing habitar, Numerous
sand’/gravel bars and few sandy banks
pcowred along the channel bed,
however, no shallow backwarer arsas
were abserved without contaimng
predator species. Fluclualions in
regulsated Nows may prohibit successiul
breeding,

Culiformn red-legged tTog
fRuna qurera drayeonits

southwestern pond wrile
[(Clasmmys marniraia
pallida)

Favors conl ponls (>2 fLdecp) with
undercut hanks bordered by dense
vegetation. Reguins smergent or
submergent vegetation for egg
attachment. Reguires 4-5 months of
permanent water lacking predators for
successful larval development.

Marginal habiert exists in linited arsas
along the flood channel where there are
undercur banks, scoured pools, and
sweam cul margins covered by
overhanging and smergent vegetation
at low flow.

' R.eqguire basking snes such as parnally

submerged logs, vegetation mats, or open
mud banks near slow moving streams
and warm wartsr pools, Needs unshaded
hanks wirh dense clavey or silty soils w
burrow inte and nest up to 630 fi. away
from agualic sies.

Lmmted suitable basking habitat accurs
mtennittently along the flood channel
Marginzl potential ot nesting habarar
ocenrs along the leves banks. but no o
poor nesong hahiar exizs beyond the
levee due to agricultural and residsntal
development.

Two-smiped zarer snake
(Themunophic Aammondii;

S0

Highly zquatic. Inhabite perennial and
mizrrnitient streams with ocky and sandy
riverbads bordered by willow thickets.
Will also inhzbit stock ponds, Iakes and
reservoirs with dense riparian borders.
Ferds on fish and amphibean prey.
Orverwinrers in coastal zage scrub and
zrazsland areas near squanc sikes.

| Mlarginal to [air hehilal exils along: he
lower end of the flood channel. A local
landowner claims to have observed T
fammandif basking on the levee bank
near the wastewater treatment tacility.

The intormation WSce 10 this lable was ooinmed Form (he OB (2R Jennings ann Hayes || 9acy, Moyle etal {1 969).

Frderal Dishing Codes

FE Federaily Listed as Endongerad
FT Federally Listed o Threatened
F&C Federal Spocial Concom specics
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The south-central California coast steelhead is lederally listed as *Threatened’ and is considered
a Species of Special Concern with the California Department of Fish and Game (NDDB 2000).
In addition, Critical Hahitat has been identified [or the species. The National Marine Fishenes
Service identifies the major factor causing these declines as loss of fresh water habitat, In
addition, adverse impacts to south-central steelhead have resulted from urbanization, water
inpoundment, and diversion (WPRC 1997).

4.5 Tidewater Goby (Eucyclogobius newberryi)

Tidewater goby populations arc scattered along the California coastline from Del Norte County
south lo San Dicgo County (Swift et al. 1989). They are typically found where mnland streams
feed constal lagoons containing brackish water with salinity levels at the upper ¢ad of less than
or equal to 10 pereent (Swift et al. 1989). Tidewater gobies occur on sandy substrate in groups of
4 [ew 1o several hundred individuals with no apparent size segregation in shallow watcr (o
approximately 3 feel decp. During winter rains and high flows of inlet strcams, tidewater gobies
have been found up to 3 miles inland (Irwin and Soltz 1984). During summer algal blooms in
disturbed or polluted lagoons, mast fish are located at the upper end ol coastal lagoons where
freshwater inflow exists or at the scaward end where accasional high-tide waves wash in from
the ocean. However, in relatively undisturbed setlings, gobics remain scattered throughout their
habitat over sandy substrate (Swill ot al, 19849)

Tidewater gohies typically commence breeding in late April or early May where water
lemperaturcs are 18-20 degrees Celsius and salinity levels range between 5 and 10 percent
Males require clean, coarsc sand to dig vertical nesting burrows for females. Larvae hatch in 9 to
10 days and live in midwater amongst submerged vegetation until they become large enough Lo
live and forage along the benthic layer (Swift et al. 1989).

The tidewater goby is federally listed as ‘Endangered” and is considered a *Species of Special
Concern by the California Department of Fish and Game (NDDB 2000). Low vapility, restricted
habital. and a short life span make populations vulnerable to climination by human induced
activities, Streambed channelization and enrichments from agricultural and sewage citluents
cause algal blooms and deaxygenation that restrict the habital arca ol lagoons in the summer. In
addition, non-native predators lolerant of brackish water such as striped bass, largemouth bass,
white catfish, and mosquito fish have an adverse impacl on lidewater goby populations (Swift et
al. 1989).

3.6 Arroyo Southwestern Toad (Bufo microscaphus californicus)

The historical range of the arroyo toad extended from the upper Salinas River system in the
vicinity of Santa Margarita southward to Baja California. Mexico, and from coastal drainages
sastward 10 the desert slape (Myers 1930; Miller and Miller 1936; Tevis 1944; Sanders 1950,
Patton and Myers 1992). In California, they are often associated with open sand or gravel ilats
near low gradient streams, old flood channels, pools with shallow margins, bars connected Lo
shorelive, and sycamore and oak woodland on upland stream terraces (Sweet 1992).

Arrovo toads breed from late March into early July and larvae may be present from mid June to
early September (Sweet 1992). Breeding sites require overtlow pools that are adjacent 1o the
inflow channel of third order (or greater) streams that are free of predatory fishes (Swest 1992).
These backwater breeding pools are shallow, have a sand or pravel substrate, and shoreline

Amoye Grande Creck Fleod Control Preject Tuly X, 2600
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margins covered with sparse vegstation. In addition, shoreline or ceniral bars with emergenl
vegetation such as Veronica sp., dried algae mats, and small depressions are roquired for juvenile
arroyo toads seeking refuge. Vertical banks and stable sandy terraces scattered with shrub and
tree overstory including mulefat (Raccharis viminea), California sycamore (Plantans
racemosa), Fremont’s cottonwood (Populus fremontii), or coast hive oak (Quercus agrifolia) are
necessary for adult loads 1o disperse to and seek overwintering sites (Hunl 1999},

The arroyo toad is [cderally listed as ‘Endangered” and is considered a "Speeies of Special
Concern® with the California Department of Fish and Game (NDDB 2000). Tt has disappeared
from approximalcly 76% of its historic range (Jennings and Hayes 1994). It 1s Likely that the
limited availability of specialized habitat and human induced factors such as the development
and alteration ol streamiside flats, creation of reservoirs, artificial stream [low, placer mining, off-
road vehicle use, introduction of exolic predators, and cattle grazing threaten remaining
populations and in some cases have caused populations to decline (Sweet 1993).

3.7 California Red-legged Frog (Rana aurora draytonii)

The range of the California red-legged frog (CRLT) occurs in the Coast Ranges [rom Point
Reves National Seashore 1o Ventura County (Storer 1925, Stebbins 1985), with almost all the
Central Valley, Sierra Nevada foothill, and southern Calilornia populations now extirpated
(Stebhins 1985).

I'he hreeding season for CRLFs in stream habitats occurs from November and extends into muid
May (Jennings and Hayes 1994). Adult CRLFs ulilizc aquatic sites for reproduction and adjacent
terrestrial habital, such as riparian thickets on stream terraces, riparian scrub, riparian woodlands,
and prasslands for foraging and aestivation. Aquatic habitat is characterized by dense, shrubby,
or emergent riparian vegetation, such as ammoyo willow (Salix lasiolepis), cattails (Tvpha spp.),
and bulmshes (Scirpus spp.) associaled with deep (=2 feet), stll or slow moving water. In
addition, aguatic sites must contain adequate water depth for an approximatc duration of 4 to §
menths in order for CRLF larvae 1o develop and survive (Jennings and Hayes 1994).

Other important microhabitat feanures include averhanging streamside vegetation such as willow
boughs or snags that contact the water, overhanging banks formed by tree root masses, and
burrows or other similar retreat sites ar water level that are close to relatively deep, stll water.
Adult CRLFs are strongly associated with these microhabitats during surface activity (Hayes and
Tennings 1989; Jennings and Hayes 1994). Juvenile and subadult frogs appear lo favor more
open, shallow aquatic habitals with densc emergent and submerged vegetation, as well as
ovehanpging banks or stick masses (Hunt 1999).

Califomia red-legged frogs are federally listed as “Threatencd’ and arc considered a *Speeies of
Special Concern’ by the California Department of Fish and Game (NDDB 2000). Iluman
induced factors are responsible for the local and regronal decline of the species, ineluding habitat
alteration of watercourses and adjacent floodplain terraces, upland habital for development and
flood control purposes, and alleration of natural ssasonal streamflow patterns due to dam
comstruction. In addition. the CRLF’s decline has also been caused by the widespread
introduction of exolic aquatic predator fauna that includes the bullfrog (Rana catesheiana),
crayfish, and an array of fishes such as sunfish (Lepomizs spp.), mosquito lish (Gambelia affinis).
and bass (Micropterus spp.). (Moyle 1973, 1976; Moyle and Nichals 1973, 1974; Bury and
Luckenbach 1976; Jennings and Hayes 1994; Lind et al. 1996; Hunl 1999).

Arroye Urande Creek Flood Contral Praject Jaly 26, 200
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4.0 METHODS

4.1 Literature Review

Prior to performing the assessment, documentation relevant 1o the project arca was reviewed,
The California Natural Diversity Database (NDDB) was accessed for information on sensilive
plant or wildlife speeies known 1o occur in the praject area and its immediate vicinity (NDDB
2000). Similarly, the Califorma Native Plant Society’s (CNI'S) Elcctronic Inventory was
scarched for local rarc plant records (Skinner, cf al. 1994). A list of potentially pccurring
sensitive plant and herpetofauna species are presented in Tables 1 and 2. Surveyors from Essex
Environmental and May Consulting considered the habitat requirements of each speeics during
the surveys, Sensitive specics include all listed federal and statc endangered and threatened
species, and federal and state species ol concern,

4.2 Fleld Survey

TI'wo biologists conducted a site assessment on 12 and 13 June 2000. The assessment area
included an approximately 1 mile length of the Los Berros Creck overflow channel downstreamn
ta it's conflucnee with the Arrovo Grande fload control channel, and continucd approximately
2.5 miles downstream to the lagoon above the channel’s mouth at the Pacific Ocean (Figure 1),
The entire 3.5-mile length of the flood channel was divided inlo cight scgments, beginning at the
Century Bridge crossing of the Los Berros Arm down to the coastal lagoon at the end ol Arrayo
Grande Creck. Each segment varicd in length depending on the distance between access points
(rom bridges or in the [ive places where levee roads crossed the channel. Cach segmenl wis
assessed visually while one person walked in the channel and the other walked and drove along

the levee.

I'he flood conlrol channel was assessed for sensitive biological resources, including plant
communities and special-status species including fish, herpetofauna, and their habitats. All arcas
helow the levee roads were assessed during the site investigation, Vegetated habitat types were
mapped on pholocopics of color aerial photographs at a scale of one-inch equals 50 feet.
Potential habitat seen in the channe! was also documented for the sensitive fish and herpetofauna

species listed in Table 2.

Potential habitat for special status amphibians documented during the day was re-visited during
the night of 12 June 2000. Two biologists conducted nighttime eyeshine and auditory surveys for
the arroyo toad and California red-legged frog. Survey efforts began one-hour alter sunset and
ended around midnight. Each person used a 6-volt headlamp and 5x32 powered binoculars Lo
scan the banks and shoreling as they slowly walked together moving upstream m the creek
channel. Location, time, weather conditions, temperature, and observations were recorded on

Biological Survey data sheets.

In addition, photographs were taken of upstream and downstream views of the Los Berros arm
and of the Arroyo Grande Creek lood channel from bridge or road crossings in each ssgment.
These photographs document representalive habitat charactenstics within and along the flood
~ channels that are proposed to be removed and document any locations of' where any sensitive

resources were obscrved (Artachment 1),

Bty 26, 20600
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5.0 RESULTS

5.1 Habitat Types

The Arroyo Grande flood control channel project arca supports the following habital types:
* Riparian Scrub;
*  Riparian Scrub (ruderal);
»  (Channel Bank (rudcral);
»  [Emergent Aquatic Vegetation,
e (Gravel Bars;
»  Unvepetated Open Water;
»  Annual Grassland: and
»  Landscaped/Developed areas.

I'hese habital lypes are described briefly below

5.1.1 Riparian Scrub

This habitat is a scrubby streamside thickel, varying from apen to impenetrable and 1s dominated
by arroyo willow (Holland 1986). The willow canopy forms greater than ¥0% relative cover
while inclusions of coyote brush (Raccharis pilularis), poison hemlock, stinging neltle (Urtica
dioiea), and giant cane (Arundo donax) comprise a muixed thicket along the flood channel. T'ine-
wrained sand and gravel bars that arc close to river channels and ground water arc additional
factors that characterize riparian scrub (Holland 1986).

Riparian scrub was only encountered at the mouth of the confluence of Arroyo Grande and the
sand dunes immediately inland from the Pacific Ocean. In contrast to riparian scrub (ruderal})
habitat, riparian scrub is dominated by thick stands of mature aroyo willow forming 4 canopy
cover greater than 80 percent relative cover. This habital type is dominated by arraye willow,
with inclusions of poison hemlock, stinging nettle, and giant cane.

Riparian serub provides habitat (e.g., nesting, cover, forage) valucs for comman wildlife species,
and shaded aguatic habitat for the steelhead. It also provides potential aestivation sites for the
California red-legged frog and nesting/aestivarion sites for the southwestern pond turtle and two-

striped garter snake.
5.1.2 Riparian Scrub (Ruderal)

This hahitat type is one of the most commonly encountered habital types in the study area. 1t is
characterized as an early succession (pioneer) fparian habitat, dominated by thick stands of
poison hemilack and young, low growing willows less than 7 feet tall. Arrayo willow, and poison
hemiock dominate this habitat type. Other species cncounterad as subdominants include stinging
ncttle, summer mustard, castor bean, and wild radish. Vegstative cover of willows in this hahitat
tvpe ranges from 5 to 60 percent relative cover in the proposed work areas.

This habitat intergrades with channel bank (ruderal) and emergent aquatic vegetation. Ripanan
scrub (ruderal) provides only marginal habitat (nesting, cover, forage) values for common
wildlife species as well as California red-legged frogs, southwestern pond turtles and two-siriped

garter snakes.
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5,1.3 Channel Bank (Ruderal)

Channel bank (ruderal) is an early successional habitat ohserved on upper (steep, dry) banks
hetween the road edpe and the riparian scrub (ruderal) habitat, This ruderal habitat has been
heavily disturbed by human induced activities that promate primarily weedy, non-native
vegetation. Characteristic weedy species include fennel, mustard, castor bean (Ricinus
communis), wild radish (Raphanius sativa) and a variety of non-native grasses (Bromus sp.).
Long-term maintenance of the levee banks causes repeated disturbance, which likely justifies the
common oceurrence of channel bank ruderal habitat along the lower stretch of the Amoyo

Grande Creek flood channel in Scgments 3 through 7.

This habitat type intergrades with riparian serub (ruderal) and emergent aqualic vegetation.
Because of its disturbed weedy nature, this habitat provides only marginal habitat (nesting,
cover, forage) values for common wildlife species, and is the least likcly to support sensitive
SPLUIGE.

5.1.4 Emecrgent Aquatic YVegelation

This habitat type occurs as a band adjacent to the water’s edge, and appears to be seasonally
influenced by waler flows and water elevations, Some areas appearing to be emergent aquatic
vegetation on the January aerial photographs were observed in the field to be sparscly vegetated
gravel bars during the June survey.

This habilal type is comprised of perennial and annual emergent aquatic species, including
watercress (Rorripa nasturtium-uquatica), Amerncan brooklime, and water smartweed.
Subdominant species ohserved in this habitat include bulrush, broadleaf cattail, small-seed
bulrush (Scirpus microcarpus). and burr reed (Sparganium euricarpum ssp. euricarpum),

Emergent aquatic vegelation provides important habitat for seversl common wildlife and aquatic
species, and may provide suilable cover for special-status amphibian species including the
steethead. arrayo toad, California red-legged frog, southwestern pond turtle, and two-striped
garter snake.

51.5 Gravel Bars

Gravel bars are largely unvegetated areas where loose sand and gruvel has accumulated within
the: channel. These areas may be seasonally inundated, and occasionally support early
successional individual arroyo willows and emergent aqualic plant specics. These arsas provide
marginal habitat for dependent wildlife species including basking and foraging arroyo toads,
California red-legeed frogs, southwestern pond turiles, and good habitar for two-striped garter
snakes,

5.1.6 Unvegetated Open YWater

Unvegetated open water hahitat occurred in (he [lood control channel. This habitat type varied
fram 2 to 30 feet in width. Several fish species were observed throughout this habitat during the
Tune 2000 survey, including steelhead in Segments 3 and 4.
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5.1.7 Annpual Grassland

Annual grassland is common throughout the region. occurring as both large and small patches of
habitat integraling with numerous other habital types along the flood channel. It is 4 commuity
thal is dominated by Italian rve grass (Lolium multiflorum), perennial rye grass (L. perenne), soft
chess (Bromus hordeaceous), wild oats (dvena fatua), anmal fescue (Fulpia octoflara), and
storkshill {Eredium spp.). Native lorbs that occur as sub-dominants in this habitat include
California poppy (Eschschinlzia californica), lupime (Lupinus sp.), and commeon fddleneck
(Amsinckia menziesii var. intermedia).

Annual grassland provides limited forage and cover to common wildlife specics including the
California red-lepged frog, and nesting/aestivating southwestern pond turtles and the two-striped
garler snake.

5.1.8 Landscaped/Developed Arcas

Arcas mapped as Landscaped/Developed Areas include roads, artilicially disturbed areas, and
other artilicially created features within the levee bank. Generally, these areas do not provide
habitat values to dependent wildlife species, however, the five access road crossings could
provide marginal burrowing habitat for the arroyo toad.

5.2 Photographs

Attached arc photographs taken from access points that show representative areas thal are
proposed for removal (Attachment 1). They also include locations of sensitive resources
observed during 12 and 13 June 2000. They are referenced to aenial photographs depicting the
proposed (numbered) work areas (not attached but submitted under separate cover).

5.2 Sensitive Plant Species and Potential for Occurrencs

No special-status plant species were observed in the study area during the June 2000 site visil.
Based on the highly disturbed/ruderal nature of vegetation al the site, and the limited amount of
habitat type that is considered to have potential to suppont these four species, the overall polential
of the study area to support special-stams plant species is considered low. However, detailed
surveys conducted during the appropriate identification period for the targeled plant specics
would be required to conclude presence or absence of targeted plant species at the site.

5.4 Sensitive Wildlife and Potential for Occurrence
54.1 South-Central California Coast Steelhead

Three second year sized steelhead were observed in streambed cul margins and 10 pools, up to 3
feet deep, in Segments 3 and 4, Steslhead were not observed i the Los Berros Creek survey
sepments, nor in the coastal lagoon. The observations were made where the pools were shaded
by arroyo willows and other emergent vegetation, had undercut banks or boulders for refuges, and
near areas where there was a low to moderate flowing run or riflle over & clean gravel substrate.

Limited potential habitat occurs within all segments (1-7) of the lower 3.5 miles of the flood
channel. During this summer season, the entire length of the flood channel contained Now. Each

segment conlained at least one potential arca for steelhead lo cither seck cover, forage, or spawn.
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‘These potential arcas contained habitat charactensiics such as eddy formed pools al least 3 feet
in depth, streameut margins, cover from boulders or submerged vegelation, and clean gravel,

In general, however, the flood control channel lacks an abundance of those habitat characteristics
mentioned above. Many of these features have been precluded from development due to the
previous flood control maintenance aclivitics. Alsa the flat gradient of the channel inhibits riffle

and pool formation.
5.4.2 Tidewater Guby

Tidewater gobies were not observed within the flood channels nor in the coastal lagoon. Mimmal
habilat vceurs in the coastal lagoun, downstream of the wastewater treatment [acilily, in areas
where the substrate is nol silty or where the algal mats do not cover the water surface. It is
unlikely lidewater gobies occur in the coastal lagoon or flood channel due to the Huctuating,
artificially regulated flows from the Lopez Dam releases and from [requent closure from the
Pacific Ocean. Highly channelized systems make it difficult for tidewater gobivs to find hiding
places from predators and from being washed out (Swill 2000, personal communication). In
addition. there are no known historical records for tidewater gobies in Arroyo Grande Creek
(Swift 2000, personal communication).

543 Arroyv Toad

No arroyo loads were observed within or adjacent to the flood channel during our day and
mighttime visits.

Habitar along the levees and along most of the flood channel did not appear suitable for the
arroyo load. Arroyo toads require a particular set of habitat features produced and maintained hy
drainages that range in size from narrow to intermediate. In particular, arroyo toads are
dependent on the presence of backwater pools that remain persistenl al least o late July and are
free of fish or amphibian predators. At summer {low levels, we observed few backwaler pools,
all of which contained fish predators and lacked nearby reflige and burrow sites. In addinen, we
observed [ew pravel bars and sandbars, open shoreline, or stahle sandy stream terraces. The only
areas offering potential burrowing opportunities were in the five access road Crossings n

Segments 3 to 7.

Given the close proximity of the proposed work area to the Pacific Ocean and limited availability
of potential habitat, it is unlikely arroyo toads oceur in the lower reach of the Arroyo Grande
Creek flood channel. Arroyo loads are not associated with intermoumtain valleys and foothill
canyons, and are not usually found at locales close to the Pacifiec Ocean (Sweet 1992, Campbell

ct al. 1996).

5.4.4 Califorpia Red-lcgged Frog

California red lepped frogs are known to oceur in Arroya Grande Creek, just below the Lopee
Dam and approximately 5 miles upstream (Ceccetti Road crossing) from the asscssiment area
(Alley 1996). No California red-legged frogs were observed during the daytime and nighttime
reconnaissance level surveys ol the lower 3.5-miles of the flood channel. One subadult sized
bullfrog (Rana catesbeiana) was observed basking on a willow trunk, above an approximalcly 3
foot deep stream cut pool with submerged vegetation, undercut banks, and low flow. In addition
1o the bullfrog, other incidental amphibian observations included several chorusmy and basking
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Pacific chorus frogs (Pseudacris [= Ivia] regilla) and onc westem toad (Bufo boreas) adull and
several larvae.

The lower 3.5 miles of the flood channel predaminately offers potential foraging CRLE habitat
in all segments. Segments 2, 3, 4, 6, and § had limited potential broeding hahitat. Segment 8
includes the coastal lagoon area downstream of the work area. The potential for breeding to
occur in these areas is limited by the presence of bullfrogs (Scgment 4), predatory fish (all
Segments), and fluctuating stream Jows [rom the Lopez Dam releases. While there is potential
{or negative impacls o CRLFs from these predatory species intreduced into Arrayo Crrande
Creek. it cannot be concluded that intreduced predators are a greater factor than exisling habitat
conditions in determining the present distribution pattern of CRLFs at thus site (Christopher

1996).
5.4.5 Southwestern Pond Turtle

Southwestern pond turtles have been observed at the spillway pool below Lopez Dam (Alloy
1996), However, no turtles were observed downstream during this assessment. Limited suitable
basking habitat occurs intermittently along the flood channel where slow Howing pools and
slaclowater contain submerged logs. boulders, or floating vepetation. Limited potential for
nesting habitat occurs along the levee banks in riparian scrub, but no o poor nesting habitat
exists bevond the levee due to agricultural and residential development.

54.6 Two-striped Garter Snake

No two-striped parter snakes were observed during the site assessment of the lower 3.5-mile
section of the flood channcl. Marginal to fair habitat for the two-siniped garter snake exists alang
the lower end of the flood channel where strips of willows and carpets of watercress emerge
along the streambed shoreline and upland riparian scrub offers overwintering hibernation sites. A
local resident elaims to have scen a two-striped garter snake basking on the levee bank at access
road number 5, near the wastewater treatment facility (Segment 8).

6.0 POTENTIAL IMPACTS and RECOMMENDATIONS

Maintenance activities will require the remaoval of plant communities on built-up terraces thal
cicompass approximately 13 acres within the Arroyo Grande Creek flood control channel. This
amounts Lo approximately 26.5 percent of the total surface area within the levees. Somewhal less
than 13 acres will ultimately he removed due to the len-foot setback that has been proposed.
Whereas a precise accounting has not been performed, the vast majonily ol the sediment removal
areas contain channel bank (ruderal) and fparian scrub (ruderal) vegetation tvpes, with a small
amount of more mature riparian scrub. No emergent agualic vegetation, gravel bars, or apen
water habitat will be impacted dunng mamntenance.

Plant communities and habitats can be ranked in terms of the value they provide to wildlile in
general and sensitive species in particular. Given the aquatic nature of the sensitive species with
polential to eccur within the Jood control channel, the open water habital and the emergent
aguatic vegetation community, which conlain insiream cover (e.g. houlders and submerged logs)
would be considered to provide the highest value. The proposed maintenance activities are not
expected to direetly impact these areas. Riparian scrub also provides high wildlife value for
reasons previously discussed. Three of the thirty-two areas targeted for sediment removal contain
this vegetation type and will be dircetly impacted by maintenance. The majority of the sediment
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removal activities will oceur within the channel bank and riparian sorub areas that are dominated
by ruderal vegetation. These plant communities will be directly impacted during sediment
removal activities, bul arc also the areas that provide the leasl habital value for wildhfe.
Removing sediment may encourage recruitment of wetland plant species. which over ime could

benefit sensitive herpelofauna and fish.

Indirect impacts to the aguatic and semi-aquatic habitats could occur 1€ there is a loss of shade
and cover due to removal of upland vegetation, or if the project results in an increase in
scdimentation. The removal of accumulated sediment and strips of vegetation will rusult 1n
exposing loose surface material along the banks, making 1t vulnerable to increased sediment

transport during winter [lows.

Increased sedimentation oceurs naturally in coastal streams such as Arroyo Grande Creek during
high winter flows. In addition, the Arroyo Grande Creck Aaw channel tends to meander within
the levees resulting in a natural process of sediment transport and redistribution. Disturbing, the
sediment lerraces that have accumulated in the channel and removing vegetation would likely
accelerate the natural process for the channel to meander within the levees. The hydrologic
mechanisms ol sediment transport within the channel are not precisely known, but any increase
in transport would be cxpected to be temporary and of a short duration the winter following the
proposcd action, Furthermore, sediment accretion will likely occur within areas where sediment
terraces are removed, partially offsetting increases from disturbance.

6.1 Tidewater Goby and South-Central California Coast Steelhead

f.1.1  Direct Impacts

The County will nat he warking in the stream or removing sediment or vegetation in or along the
hanks of the coastal lagoon. Therefore, no direct impacts are anticipated to the tdewater goby (if
prescnt) or the steelhead.

6.1.2 Indirect Impacts

I.0ss of shade and cover could result in increased water temperatures in pools or loss ol areas o
seck shelter from predators. Currently, only minimal shade is afforded by ripanan strips growing
alomg the margins and the majority of these areas should be avoided by maintaining the ten-foot
sethack. No instream cover will be affected by the proposed action.

The affect of the project action on sedimentation is not certain, although any increase would be
expecled 1o be of a shart duration. Uncaptured sediment fom storm runoff or erodable surface
material may settle across (he stream bottom, in existing pools, or in the coastal lagoon causing
impacis o patential spawning habitat for the speeial status fishes. Increased sedimentation
during the winter months is a naturally occurring process and whereas the proposed action may
result in a short-term increase in sedimentation, it is not expected to dramatically alter this
process over lhe long-term,

The removal of riparian habitat also may indirectly impact the steelhead by decreasing canopy
cover that currently provides minimal shade. Whereas, if left to grow, the riparian habitat would
enhance the quality of what shade/cover habital presently exists.
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6.1.3 Recommendations

Riparian vepetation along the flood channel banks that currently provides minimal shade/cover
over the water should be preserved. Allowing these few stands Lo remain may cnhance the
quality of existing cover for the steelhead and possibly the tidewater goby. Expanding the ten-
livot scthack where riparian vegetation 1s in a successional growth stage or where 1l provides
suitable habital {or sensitive specics should also be implemented on an as needed basis during
cxcavation. The proposed work will focus on removal of sediment and ruderal vegetation along
the upper levee banks, leaving as much riparian vegetation as possible. An on-site resource
monitor should be present during all work activities and to make recommendations as needed.

6.2 Arroyo Toad, California Red-legged Frog, Southwestern Pond Turtle, and
Two-striped Garter Snake

6.2.1 Direct Impacis

Riparian scrub, annual prassland, and ruderal plant communities may provide limited foraging,
burrowing, or nesting habitat for California red-legged frog, southwestern pond turtle, and two-
striped garter snake. The removal of the vepetative cover and substrate from the levee banks may
have a direct impact on these sensitive resources if they are present.

I'he five access roads crossing the flood channel serve as marginal burrowing habital for the
arroyo load, These road crossings are currently used hy farm equipment and will be used by
construction equipment for access, This activily poscs a direct impact to migraling or burrowing
arrovo toads, if they are present.

The County will not be working in the stream or removing sediment or vegetation in or alang the
banks of the coaslial lagoon. Therefore no direel nnpacts are anlicipaled 1o sensilive herpelofauna
accupying aquatic sites.

6.2.2 Indirect Impacts

Whereas long term build up of sediment fines may deercase the minimal amount of any potential
breeding hahitar for the California red-legged frog, expansive areas consisting of mastly ruderal
plant species are proposcd for removal. Removing these ruderal arcas may provide open arcas
for future sediment capture in the flood channel and mayv increase potential breeding habitat by
providing backwatcr pools.

The removal of riparian habitat may also mdirectly impact the Cahformia red-legged frog,
southwestern pond turtle, and (wo-striped garier snake by decreasing canopy that currently
pravides cover and minimal shade. Whereas, if left to grow, the riparian habitat would enhance
the guality of what shade/cover habitat presently exists.

6.2.3 Recommendations

Preconsiruction surveys should he performed to determine the presence of sensitive herpetofauna
that may occupy potential habitat along the levee banks and in the channel. Surveys should
follow a modified version of the /997 USFWS California Red-legged Frog Survey Guidelines
where one day and two nightiime surveys will be conducted before maintenance activities begin.
Surveys for the other sensitive herpetofauna will be done concurrently with the CRLT surveys. A
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biological monitor should be on site 1o examine areas hefore and during work o casure
avoldance of the sensilive resources.

In the cvent any resources are found, a 100-faot exclusion area around the location where the
resource was found should he implemented. In the cvent a federally listed resource is discavered
in the work area during excavation, all work in that area will cease and the USFWS will be
notified immediately.

Riparian vegetation along the flood channel banks thal currently provide minimal shade/cover
over the water should be preserved. Allowing these few stands to remain may enhance the
quality of existing cover and potential basking sites lor the California red-legged frog,
southwestern pond turtle. and two-striped parter snake. Expanding the ten-fool svlback where
riparian vegetation is in a successional growth stage or where it provides suitable habitat for
sensilive species should also be implemented on an as needed basis during excavaton. The
proposed work will locus on removal of sediment and ruderal vegetation along the upper levee
banks, leaving as much riparian vegetation as possible. An on-site resource monilor should he
present during all work activities and to make on-site recommendations as needed.

6.3 Long-Term Recommendations

The County is planning for the long-term mainterance of the flood control channel. The long-
term plan will incorporate measures for providing the required flood control protection while
enhancing and preserving habitat for wildlife. This initial step designed to alleviate the current
flooding hazard should incorporate measures that can be tested as to their ability to meet the
long-term criteria. Consequently, before work bepins, additional data should be collected o
document the current conditions and follaw-up surveys conducted (o determine the maintenance
effects. The following recommendations should be implemented:

s+ Additional surveys should be performed to document the current quality of instream
steclhead hahitat. Documenting the quality of existing habitat oceupied by the steclhead in
the Arroyo Grande Creek flood channel will provide useful baseline information for future
lonp-tenm resource management needs.

s Whoreas recent aerial photos of the channel are available, additdonal aerial pholos should be
taken the vear following the maintenance activity to document changes that are produced.

s Hydraulic modecls that are heing prepared should be compared with actual effects to
determine the efficiency of the models.

s Dense stands of willows lefl in place should be selectively pruned to encourage height and
discourage "bushiness,” thereby providing potential habitat that is more compatible with
flaed control requirements.

¢ Maintenance aclivilics will remove a significant amount of undesirable vegetation (1.2,
kikuyugrass (Pennisetum clandestinum), giant cane, and castor bean). These arvas should be
revegetated wilh native species and monitored lo determine appropriate long-term strategies
for discouraging invasive specics.

» Survevs should be conducted the year following the maintenance activity to document
developmenl of habitat features that are more favorable fo herpetofauna and fish. Report
should be prepared to document changes and provide recommendations for future monitoring
and habitat enhancement efforts.
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Attachment 1

Photographs of Representative Habitat Characteristics Proposed for
Removal and General Locations of Sensitive Resources Along the
Los Berros Creek Overflow Channel and Arroyo Grande Creek Flood
Control Channel

12-13 June 2000



Arroyo Grande Creek Habitat Assessment

Photo 1. Segment 1. Upstream view of Los Berres Creak overtiow channat from Cantury Lane
bridge crossing, Sadiment with pparianoderal scrub i left and centar of phain s propesed 1¢
be removed from work arey 1

Photo 2; Sagment 1. Downstrazm view of Los Berros Creek overflow channel from Certury
Larie bridge crossing. Sed ment with riparan/ruderal scruo on both sides of the upper bank of
levas are propnsed ta be remaved from work areas 2 eft and 3 127



Arroyo Grande Creek Habitat Assessment

Photo 3: Segment 2. Downetraam view ol Los Barros Crock overdlow channal from Valley
Hoad bridge crossing. Sedimant with ripanan/ruderal serub on nght zide of photograph 15
propased for removsl in work area .

Photo 4: Segment 1. Upsiream viaw of Arroye Grande Crask flaod eontrol shannz| from
Hignway 1 crossing. Sedimen| with ripardan/ruderalichannel vark serub aieng fght side o
canter of phota ' prososed for removal from work arsa 11, Steelhead observad along
boulders in canter of phets,



Arroyo Grande Creek Habitat Assessment

Photo 5: Scgment 4 Upstream visw of Arraya Grande Creck tioed sontml channe| tram
access rpad crossing #3. Sedirmenl with fpanariruderal scrath in ull al pnote is proposed for
-aibead obsenead in stresn, undar willow elump on |28 it of

removal from work qrea #1485
Parp e

Photo 6: Saament 5. Downstream view of Arroye Grands Crasx< flood contrat enarnal from

acnesa road crossing 48, Sodiment with rinarianiruderal scrut alony righl bank in shota i
proposad for removal Trom work area §18



Arroyo Grande Creek Habitat Assessment

.i_Jl ;
1T

Phato 7 Segment 5. Upstraam view of Arraya Grande Creex fiood contral channel fram 29"

Avenue Bridge Sediment with riparianirugeral scrub alcng left bank in phota Is propozed for
removal trom work area #1858

Photo 3' Segmant 5 Downstream view of Arroyo Grande Creek fiood control channel and
railrgad crossing from 22" Avenue Bridge Sediment with riparian/ruderal scrub on nghtin
photo is proposed for removal from work area #19



Arroyo Grande Creek Habitat Assessment

Photo 9: Segmenl & Downstream view of Aroyo Grande Creak fluod control ehannegl from
railroad crossing. Sediment with riparianiuderalichannal bank scrub in foreground of phnoto s

Photo 10: Segmen: 6. Upsream view of Arroyo Grands Creak flaod coniral channel from
access roed crossing #4. Sadiment with riparianiruderal scrub along left bank cf channsl 18

i A

proposed for removal from work arss 224



Arroyo Grande Creek Habital Assessment

e Crack Hlooa contral channal frem
al soruly on laft bank s propesad for

Photo 11; Scgment 7. Upsiream view of Ao Grar
access road crossirg #5 Sediment with nparan'ruda
removal from work dres #2505,

Photo 12: Szgriant B. Downstrasm visw of Arroyve Grande Creek fload contron channz| from
access road crossing %5. Sadiman! with siparaniruderal scrub on rignt bank in phela is
proposed for remaval frem work arss ¥28.



Arroyo Grande Creek Habitat Assessment

Photo 13: Scgment B, Upstream viaw of Arroyi Granda Creak fload control channel from
nortn bank of levee. Sedimant with rudaral soreb parch on lelt bank, on center oF phala s
proposad for removal Tromm ey aréa 432,

Photo 14: Sagment 8, Downstraam viaw of Arroye Grande Crez«< Hhood contra wrmnne from
norh leves bank, This area s 100 proposed 1o o2 romaved,



