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Alternative 4 appears to reduce biological impacts by potentially avoiding 4 of the 9 vernal pools
on-site; however, the overwhelming majority of rare plants, sensitive vegetation communities, a
perennial seep, burrowing owl (Athene cinucularia) burrows, known western spadefoot toad
(Spea hammondii) locations, and the majority of Grasshopper Creek will still be impacted under
this alternative. No alternative except the no project (alternative 1) reduces impacts to these
biological resources.

The Department requests a range of alternative be looked at that avoid and reduce the impacts
to sensitive resources on-site including 1) an unknown number of vernal pools (Appendix D
includes maps of surveys in 2006 and 2014 that map vernal pools in different locations and use
different numbering systems and terminology, making it difficult to determine which pool is being
referred to in various sections of the DSEIR), 2) in-stream seep (documented in Appendix D
Red Legged Frog Survey Report, Exhibit 3), 3) documented western spadefoot toad
occurrences (vernal pool 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, and 8 have all been documented as having western
spadefoot toad), 4) Grasshopper Creek, 5) rare plants, 6) burrowing owl and 7) sensitive
vegetation communities.

Of the four alternatives presented, the Department recommends alternative four be considered
to help reduce significant impacts to biological resources. However, the Department suggests
an alternative that includes developing Phase 2 and conserving Phase 1 as natural open space
be considered.

Specific impact: CEQA guidelines states “For alternative locations, only locations that would
avoid or substantially lessen any of the significant effects of the project need be considered for
inclusion in the EIR (15126.6[f][2][A])". The Department contends that the Project includes
significant effects to biological resources that have 1) not been addressed in the DSEIR, and 2)
not been mitigated to below significant with the mitigation measures proposed. The Department
recommends the County recirculate the DSEIR with additional alternatives that avoid and
minimize impacts to the resources discussed above and are described in further detail below.

Comment #2: Clustered Development, Edge Effect and Value of Proposed OpenSpace

Issue: The Department’'s comment letter on the Notice of Preparation (NOP) included a
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Why impact would occur: Smaller patch size of land means the land is subject to greater
influences of edge effect. These include argentine ant invasions known to occur when irrigation
is introduced, as well as competition from non-native species, heat island effect, shading, noise,
lighting, human disturbance, fuel modification, and not having enough land to properly establish
territories and/or carry out all parts of a lifecycle.

Evidence impact would be significant: Large concrete slabs, paving, v-ditches, and irrigated
areas retain moisture in the soil. Invasive Argentine ants thrive in this perennially moist zone.
Invasion and establishment of Argentine ant colonies may occur due to soil disturbance,

introduction of hardened surfaces (paving, cement, storm drains and structures), and irrigation2.

Sites within 200 meters (656 feet) of urban areas are more likely to have been invaded by
Argentine ants3. This is significant because Argentine ants negatively impact and displace
native ants, altering the ecosystem. Studies show native honeybees spend 75 percent less time
foraging on inflorescences with Argentine ants, reducing seed production and long-term
population viability of native plants4. Since all but the northernmost open space area is
approximately 800 feet from a park, irrigated slope, or development, the value of this open
space will be dramatically reduced for native plants and animals.

The Department, using Exhibit 4-1 of the DSEIR, estimates there are 15 patches of Natural
Open Space proposed. This averages out to 20 acres per patch. Studies have demonstrated
that habitat patches without roads that are inaccessible to humans serve to better conserve
many target species than do areas with roads and accessible habitat patches5. Additionally,
studies show that habitat remnants from 24-247 acres do not retain their complement of native
vertebrate species for longer than a few decades, leading to collapse of the ecosystem6.

From the DSEIR, it is not clear if fuel modification will occur in areas classified as Natural Open
Space (297 acres of undisturbed open space). The DSEIR should clearly define areas that will

be subject to fuel modification and remove this acreage from Natural Open Space calculations.
The Department considers areas subject to fuel modification (e.g., thinning, trimming, irrigating)
impacts to the ecosystem needing to be mitigated.

Recommended Potentially Feasible Mitigation Measure(s): The Department recommends
clustering development, reducing the footprint of the development, and/or eliminating parks and
development to reduce the disturbance acreage. The Department also recommends combining
any open space into fewer, larger areas that will be less affected by edge effect, thereby
increasing their biological value.

Comment #3: DSEIR Analysis of Wildlife Crossing and Use of Site

25. B. Menke, r. N. Fisher, w. Jetz, and d. A. Holway 2007. Biotic and abiotic controls of argentine ant invasion success at local
and landscape scales. Ecology 88:3164-3173

3 Conscrvation Biology. Volume 24. No. 5. 1239-1248 Journal compilation C 2010 Society for Conservation Biology.

4 Journal of Conservation Biogeography, Volume 14, Issue 2 March 2008 Pages 281-290

5 Science and the Endangered Species Act By National Research Council, Commission on Life Sciences, Board on
Environmental Studies and Toxicology. Committee on Scientific Issues in the Endangered Species Act

6 Soule, Michael E., et al. “The Effects of Habitat Fragmentation on Chaparral Plants and Vertebrates.” Oikos, vol. 63. no. 1.
1992, pp. 39-47. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/3545514,

> 2.2 cont.

23



> 2.3 cont.




Mr. Jodie Sackett

County of Los Angeles Hall of Records
June 15, 2017

Page 6 of 16

footprint, the Department does recommend, consistent with the South Coast Wildlands report,
that a land bridge over the |-5 be constructed to continue to allow safe and protected exchange
of wildlife between the Castaic Range and Sierra Madre Range.

Comment #4: Western Spadefoot Toad Presence and Mitigation

issue: The DSEIR appears inconsistent with disclosing the extent and location of western
spadefoot toad within the Project area. Figure 5.2-2 of the DSEIR indicates western spadefoot
in only 2 ponds (Pond 1 and Pond 2). Appendix C and D of the DSEIR contain surveys for fairy
shrimp (2006 report) that disclose western spadefoot toad in 8 ponds.

The October 2014 Bonterra Psomas report indicates only 2 pools were surveyed for western
spadefoot and arroyo toad and does not mention the other vernal pools with western spadefoot
that were documented in earlier surveys. Given the 2014 surveys took place during an extended
drought and not all pools were filled, the Department considers the 2014 surveys not adequate
for determining the extent of western spadefoot toad:

o 2006 fairy shrimp report in Appendix C of the DSEIR (Appendix A Summary of Field
Data) states western spadefoot toad were found in pools 2, 3, 4, 5,6, 7, 8and 9.

° Sept. 24, 2014 fairy shrimp report states western spadefoot toad were present in vernal
pools 7 and 8.
e Oct. 2, 2014 arroyo toad report states western spadefoot toad present in pools 1 and 2

(presumably same pools as in 2014 fairy shrimp report called 7 and 87?).

Evidence impact would be significant. The DSEIR states “Since the Grasshopper Canyon
population is one of few known populations in the region [of western spadefoot toad], impacts
on this species would be considered significant according to Section 15380 of the State CEQA
Guidelines. Implementation of Mitigation Measure 9 would reduce this impact to a less than
significant level.”

“6.3.2 Mitigation Measure 9: Western Spadefoot

A relocation program for western spadefoot toad will be conducted during the spring prior to
construction at the height of the breeding season for this species (February through May, as
determined by a qualified Biologist who is monitoring a known location of this species). A
detailed method for this effort will be approved by the CDFW and LACDRP prior to
implementation of the relocation program. The results of the relocation program will be provided
to the CDFW and the LACDRP. The intent of the relocation plan will be to capture and relocate
as many western spadefoots as possible. Western spadefoots will be relocated to an area of
suitable habitat, as approved by the CDFW and LACDRP. The relocation-site shall be of similar
(or better) quality as the habitat within the Project impact area where the western spadefoot are
captured. If no suitable habitat is available for the relocation, suitable habitat shall be created.”

Given that the DSEIR states the Project supports one of the few populations of western
spadefoot toad in the region, the Department is concerned Mitigation Measure 9 does not
demonstrate clearly how impacts would be mitigated below a significant level. The mitigation
measure relies on the development of a future plan, possible avoidance (even though it is clear
the Project will impact all western spadefoot toad locations), or moving them on or off site.
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NorthLake Specific Plan
Final SEIR

Response to Comment Letter 2

Department of Fish and Wildlife Letter
June 15, 2017

Response 2.1. The comment states that the Draft SEIR does not include an alternative that
reduces impacts to sensitive biological resources on the Project site in a biologically meaningful
way. The comment requests a range of alternatives be looked at that avoid and reduce the
impacts to sensitive biological resources on-site. The comment further states that the Project
includes significant effects to biological resources that have not been addressed in the Draft SEIR
and not mitigated with the proposed mitigation. In accordance with Section 15126.6(a) of the State
CEQA Guidelines, the discussion in Section 6.0, Alternatives to the Proposed Project, of the Draft
SEIR focuses on a reasonable range of alternatives. Other than the “No Project” alternative(s),
which are required by CEQA, each alternative must be capable of avoiding or substantially
lessening potentially significant effects of the Project. As demonstrated in Section 5.2 of the Draft
SEIR and further supported through supplemental analyses included as Appendices B through E,
G and J to the Final SEIR and discussed throughout this Final SEIR, it has been determined that
the proposed Project would not result in any significant and unavoidable impacts to biological
resources. Rather, all impacts to biological resources would be reduced to less than significant
levels with implementation of the recommended mitigation program. Therefore, because
biological impacts are not considered to be significant effects of the Project, the Draft SEIR does
not include an alternative primarily intended to reduce biological impacts. However, as noted on
pages 6-9, 6-17, and 6-23 of the Draft SEIR, the quantity of impacts to biological resources would
be reduced with the No Project/No Development Alternative, the No Industrial Development
Alternative and the Phase 1 Development Alternative, respectively, when compared to the
proposed Project.

It should be noted that the 1992 Specific Plan is still a valid approval. The purpose of Table 6-2
(included below) was to demonstrate how substantially the Project has been modified and
downsized from what was previously approved in 1992. The proposed Project can be viewed as
a less dense alternative to the previously approved 1992 NorthLake Specific Plan Project. The
proposed Project, although still totaling 1,330 acres, has eliminated approximately 298.8 acres
(or 22.5 percent) of development, thus reducing impacts related to development of the 1992
NorthLake Specific Plan such as air quality emissions, noise, and traffic (refer to pages 6-11
through 6-16 of the Draft SEIR, and placed this in open space, parks and trails. There is an
increase of 156.5 acres (or 11.8 percent) of land that will be left as undeveloped open space in
comparison to the previously approved project.
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TABLE 6-2
LAND USE AREA COMPARISON

Existing NorthLake
Specific Plan Proposed Plan Difference
(ac) (du) (ac) (du) (ac) (du)
Residential 600.3 3,623 341.9 3,150 (258.4) (473)
Commercial 13.2 9.2 (4.0)
Industrial 50.1 13.7 (36.4)
Open Space 476 632.5 156.5
Recreation- Golf 167 0 (167)
Recreation- Trails/Parks 0 167 167
School/Park Facilities 23.1 43.52 20.4
Right of Way® 120.5 120.5
el Soreee (e
Total 1,330.0 1,330.0°

ac: acres; du: dwelling units; (): negative

a Northlake Hills Elementary School was previously constructed on a 20.4-acre site.

®  The NorthLake Specific Plan did not provide a breakdown of acreages for right of way, or public service facilities. Roadways
were included in Residential.

¢ Totals may notadd due to rounding and mapping.

Source: Sikand 2015.

CEQA requires the identification of an environmentally superior alternative. Section 15126.6(e)(2)
of the State CEQA Guidelines states that, if the No Project Alternative is the environmentally
superior alternative, then the Draft SEIR shall also identify an environmentally superior alternative
among the other alternatives. Table 6-5 in Section 6.0 of the Draft SEIR provides in summary
format, a comparison of the level of impacts for each alternative to the proposed Project. CEQA
does not require that the environmental superior alternative be selected as the proposed Project.

The Project includes a meaningful consideration of alternatives and mitigation measures. The
reduction in the size of the Project in comparison to the approved 1992 Specific Plan should be
taken into consideration when assessing the Project overall.

Response 2.2. The comment recommends keeping the development footprint as small as
possible as an alternative to the proposed Project site plan, questions the value of the proposed
open space and raises concerns about indirect impacts on biological resources. Please See
Response 2.1 above regarding evaluation of Project alternatives and comparison to the approved
Project. In addition, Section 5.2, Table 5.2-5 on page 5.2-60 of the Draft SEIR provides a
calculation of 325.5 acres of un-impacted lands within the Project boundaries. This acreage does
not include any manufactured slopes, which clearly fall within the “impacted” category. However,
the land use designation of open space typically includes manufactured slopes, parks, and other
“green spaces” of the post-Project land uses. Regardless, the biological impact assessment in
the Draft SEIR considers all disturbed areas as impacted and plant, and wildlife impacts are based
on this assessment.

While open space areas, based on the land use designation, contribute to the impact discussion,
these areas are not considered as mitigation in and of themselves to reduce impacts to less than
significant. Some mitigation measures, such as the second paragraph of MM 5.2-5 on page 5.2-
44 of the Draft SEIR, indicate that mitigation activities should occur within open space if feasible.
The MM states that if on-site open space is not suitable, off-site preserved lands would be utilized.
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Some areas on-site, such as the undeveloped northwestern portion of the site, which is part of
the open space land use designation, may potentially be suitable for such activities.

Furthermore, it is acknowledged that small patch size and edge effect also known as “the island
effect” may reduce biological value of an area and many of the areas within the open space land
use category are subject to such effects and the associated impacts of on plant and wildlife
species within them. The discussion of indirect impacts beginning on page 5.2-40 of the Draft
SEIR discusses these types of impacts that Project implementation may have on adjacent lands,
in particular, natural open space. As described in Response to Comment 1.8 above, the potential
indirect impacts of Project implementation on adjacent lands and the potential associated reduced
biological value is understood and discussed beginning on page 5.2-40 of the Draft SEIR. The
impacts discussion on page 5.2-41 concludes that the impact is significant and mitigation is
required.

It is acknowledged that the small size and adjacency to development of the majority of the open
space land use designation areas are likely to be subject to the indirect impacts discussed on
pages 5.2-40 and 5.2-41 of the Draft SEIR. As mentioned above, the impacts discussion on
page 5.2-41 concludes that the impact is significant and mitigation is required.

The Draft SEIR impact boundary includes the fuel modification zone. In an effort to clarify, the
following revision is hereby made to the Final SEIR. However, it should be noted that this addition
does not materially change the description of Project or the findings of the Draft SEIR. The
following text on page 5.2-34 will have the following text inserted after the first sentence of this
section (underline shows the additional text):

This undeveloped natural open space would be undisturbed by the Project and
does not include fuel modification areas. The development footprint impact area
includes a fuel modification buffer zone.

The Project evaluated in the Draft SEIR represents a modification to the previously approved
NorthLake Specific Plan Project. Specifically, the proposed (modified) Project would involve
development of a smaller project and less impactful development due to a reduced unit count,
reduced development footprint, and reduced impacts associated with less development when
compared to the previously approved NorthLake Specific Plan Project. Specific impacts that
would be reduced should development occur pursuant to currently proposed Project include
reduced traffic and related air pollutant emissions and noise; smaller demand for utility services
such as water and electricity; and fewer physical impacts related to biological resources, cultural
resources, geology and soils, and hydrology and water quality associated with a smaller
development footprint. In addition, as illustrated in Table 4-2 on page 4-6 of the Draft SEIR, the
proposed Project includes a total of 632.5 acres of open space, which represents an increase of
156.5 acres over what was approved for development in 1992. As part of the planning process,
the NorthLake Specific Plan has been redesigned to fit the needs of the community and in an
attempt to provide a more environmentally friendly Project which greater opportunities for
preservation and conservation through a reduced development footprint and a reduction in overall
development. Although the Project has open space scattered throughout the Project site, there is
a substantial amount (over 160 acres) of natural open space concentrated at the north end of the
site, with additional acreage along the Project site boundaries. The Project is also leaving much
more undeveloped property than allowed by the approved NorthLake Specific Plan. The intent of
the design is to cluster the development areas closer together and allow for larger undeveloped
open space areas to occur on the outer edge of the development and at the north end of the site
to buffer open space of adjacent lands and minimize wildlife incidentally moving into the
development areas to avoid conflicts.
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Response 2.3. The comment asserts that the Project will eliminate several perennial water
sources that have historically been available to regional wildlife and the Project will affect the
ability of wildlife to use the I-5 undercrossings. As set forth below, the proposed Project would not
have a significant impact with respect to wildlife crossings. Therefore, no additional mitigation
measures are warranted. In an effort to provide additional supporting data and discussion, the
following revision is hereby made to the Final SEIR. However, it should be noted that this addition
does not materially change the description of the Project or the findings of the Draft SEIR. The
following text on page 5.2-14, in the Wildlife Movement section of the Draft SEIR, is hereby revised
to read as follows (bold, underline shows the additional text and strikethrough show the
deletions):

West of the Project site, a single underpass beneath the southbound lanes of I-5 is
likely feasible to be utilized by a variety of wildlife as a safe crossing to and from either
side of the highway. However, use of this undercrossing is expected to be minimal
for a variety of factors. The location of the crossing is not associated with any
notable natural landscape feature, which typically would concentrate movement
such as a ridge line, water feature, or drainage. The location is associated with
an_unimproved road but the road travels across a slope providing vehicular
access to transmission towers but offering little to no cover for wildlife. In
addition, the location is not associated with any corresponding crossing in the
vicinity that allows wildlife to travel under the north bound lanes of the I-5. There
are no ridge lines or drainages or similar features that typically convey
concentrated movement to or from a crossing of the northbound lanes of I-5. In
fact, the nearest under-crossings of the northbound lanes are located
approximately one mile north and approximately two miles south of this
crossing. As a result, potential undercrossing events of both the northbound
lanes and the southbound lanes at this location are expected to be rare at best.

A second crossing west of the southern tip of the Project includes both
northbound and southbound lanes. However, the southbound crossing
stretches over 700 feet within a narrow concrete-lined channel rendering it as
low potential for use by most wildlife. Furthermore, the northern entrance
extends upstream into the un-vegetated concrete lined-channel with adjacent
developed land offering no cover for wildlife.

A third under-crossing of the southbound lanes is located immediately west of
the northwestern portion of the site. Similar to the undercrossing to the south
described above, this location is not associated with any notable natural
landscape feature, which typically would concentrate movement such as a ridge
line, water feature, or drainage. However, this location does have a
corresponding undercrossing directly opposite under the northbound lanes,
1,600 feet to the west, which may render it more likely than others to be utilized
on occasion. In addition, the east side of this crossing provides access to the
northeast without significantly steep slopes rendering it more compatible to
movement events. Due to the constraints of the southern and eastern edges of the
site, wildlife using these this crossings are expected to move to and from the crossing
and areas north of the Project site to allow continued east-west movement. Under
existing conditions, the Project site itself does not represent an important component
of the regional movement of the area. Consequently, although the Project may
inhibit access for wildlife moving from south of the Project, such movement is
only expected to represent infrequent local movement due to existing
impediments east and south of the Project site.
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One additional I-5 undercrossing in the area is likely to represent the greatest
potential for wildlife movement traversing the I-5 in the area. At this location, the
I-5 freeway lanes are combined so that the single underpass, Templin Highway,
traverses both the northbound and southbound lanes. In addition, the crossing
is aligned and associated with a canyon bottom and drainage leading from the
west and the east, which include areas of significant vegetative cover.
Furthermore, the open space linkage opportunities are minimally constrained
from this crossing. Of all the crossing described, this is the only one that
provides for movement to the east/northeast without the formidable barrier of
Castaic Lake.

It should be noted that the Project site is partially within the Linkage Design of
the South Coast Wildlands Missing Linkages Sierra Madre-Castaic Connection
(Penrod et al. 2005). However, only the northern tip of the Project site falls within
the southern edge of Linkage Design, which has a width of approximately 17
miles within the area. The Project represents an extremely small percentage of
the linkage width. In addition, the Linkage Design provides further evidence that
Castaic Lake represent a formidable barrier and excludes movement other than
shallow areas at the northern tip of the lake.

Regarding wildlife access to Castaic Lake, most native regional wildlife populations are highly
unlikely to be dependent on artificial features such as Castaic Lake to sustain them. The native
populations of the region have evolved for millennia without dependency on this large water body
or any other similarly large waterbody in the region. In addition, riparian habitat typically
associated with natural waterbodies is extremely limited due to the steep cut slopes surrounding
the Castaic Lake reservoir. Waterfowl and aquatic species that are dependent entirely on the lake
are not expected to be impacted by the Project because they either remain at the lake or
immediate buffer area or they are able to fly to and from the lake and over the disturbances of the
region and would likely be able to fly over the NorthLake Project site with similar ability.

It is acknowledged that the Project site is partially within the Linkage Design of the South Coast
Wildlands Missing Linkages Sierra Madres-Castaic Connection. However, only the northern tip of
the Project site falls within the southern edge of Linkage Design which has a width of
approximately 17 miles within the area. The Project represents an extremely small percentage of
the linkage width. In addition, the Linkage Design provides further evidence that Castaic Lake
represents a formidable barrier and excludes movement other than shallow areas at the northern
tip of the lake. To provide additional data, this discussion has been added to the Draft SEIR text
as shown above.

Perennial water sources impacted by the Project are extremely limited and consists of seeps
which are typically unable to pool water for much of the year because the low flow and the
constructed cattle pond. Although historically available to wildlife, these features would not be
expected to be a significant source of water for regional wildlife populations. A discussion of the
Templin undercrossing has been added to the Draft SEIR per the edits described above. This
crossing is located greater than 2.5 miles northwest of the Project site and, as such, is not
expected to have any effect on wildlife utilization. Wildlife utilizing this crossing will continue to be
able to access and travel from all current linkages in the vicinity of the undercrossing.

As noted above, a discussion of the indirect impacts of the Project on adjacent lands is provided
in the Indirect Impacts section on pages 5.2-40 and 5.2-41 of the Draft SEIR.

In response to the comment, an additional study of the undercrossings in the area has been
conducted. The following revision is hereby made to the Final SEIR. However, it should be noted
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that this addition does not materially change the description of the Project or the findings of the
Draft SEIR. The following text will be added to the end of the Wildlife Surveys section of the Draft
SEIR on page 5.2-4 (bold, underline shows the additional text and strikethrough show the
deletions):

Wildlife movement within_and surrounding the Project site was assessed
through a literature review, including South Coast Missing Linkages (Penrod et
al. 2005) and site surveys (see Wildlife Crossing Assessment Technical Memo
in Appendix D to the Final SEIR). Each of the I-5 under-crossing with potential
to support wildlife movement was visited on multiple occasions in the Summer
of 2017 by Psomas Senior Biologist Marc Blain and Psomas Biologist Sarah
Thomas. Initial visits include photographic documentation of the crossing
followed by recording dimensions and assessing the topographic features and
vegetative cover within the area. Each visit included a search for evidence of
wildlife use such as tracks or scat.

In addition, Exhibit 5.2-2 of the Draft SEIR on page 5.2-15 has been modified to depict the location
of the three southbound lane under-crossings described in the new text as well local and regional
movement patterns, and is included as Appendix D of the Final SEIR. The fourth crossing is not
reflected due to the large distance off-site. Additional tracking studies are not warranted given the
lack of any indication that the crossing or the site would or could represent an essential pathway(s)
for regional wildlife movement. Based on the analysis, inclusive of the additions to the Draft SEIR,
mitigation such as installation of a bridge over the I-5 is not required.

Response 2.4. The comment states that the Draft SEIR is inconsistent with disclosing the extent
and location of western spadefoot toad within the Project area. The Draft SEIR reflects the most
current findings of focused surveys for the spadefoot which is considered the most applicable.
However, it is acknowledged that this species has been observed incidentally at other locations
on the Project site during past surveys. As such, the following revision is hereby made in the Final
SEIR. However, it should be noted that this addition does not materially change the description
of the Project or the findings of the Draft SEIR. The following text in Table 5.2-4, top row, last cell
on the right, on page 5.2-22 of the Draft SEIR is hereby revised to read as follows (bold,
underline shows the additional text and strikethrough show the deletions):

Status Potential to Occur
Species on the Project site;
USFWS CDFW Results of Surveys

Observed during 2014 focused surveys
Spea hammondii SSC and incidentally during other surveys
western spadefoot in 2005 and 2015; suitable habitat

In addition, the following revision is hereby made to the Final SEIR. However, it should be noted
that this addition does not materially change the description of the Project or the findings of the
Draft SEIR. The fourth sentence under Amphibians on page 5.2-26 of the Draft SEIR is hereby
revised to read as follows (bold, underline shows the additional text and strikethrough show the
deletions):

However, during all the 2014 surveys and during incidental observations in 2005 and
2015, the western spadefoot was observed both in the cattle pond in the northwestern
portion of the site and in both ephemeral ponds located in the central portion of the site

R:\Projects\WCP_Woodrid\J0001\Final EIR\Final SEIR_NorthLake-011118.docx ~ 2-22 Responses to Comments



NorthLake Specific Plan
Final SEIR

(see Attachment D of Appendix D, the Biological Technical Report, of the Draft
SEIR).

In addition, the following revision is hereby made to the Final SEIR. Exhibit 5.2-2 of the Draft SEIR
on page 5.2-15 will be modified to note that the spadefoot locations are current only. As mentioned
in Response 2.3, the Exhibit is included as Appendix E of the Final EIR. It should be noted that
these additions do not materially change the description of Project or the findings of the Draft
SEIR or technical report.

Regarding providing more details about Mitigation Measure MM 5.2-9 and the relocation plan, a
draft plan has been prepared and is provided in Final SEIR Appendix C. The draft plan provides
a qualitative analysis of how the final relocation plan will be prepared and how it will be
successfully implemented. It is acknowledged that most open space areas remaining on the
Project site after buildout may be too small for establishing ponds and relocating spadefoot. The
draft relocation plan indicates that if the on-site locations are deemed to be unsuitable for creating
artificial ponds and relocating spadefoot, either due to the small size of the open space patch or
other factors, off-site options will be required to be used. The draft plan also discusses the
appropriate dimensions for pond and home range to meet spadefoot requirements. In addition,
the following revision is hereby made to the Final SEIR. However, it should be noted that this
addition does not materially change the description of the Project or the findings of the Draft SEIR.
MM 5.2-9 on page 5.2-52 is hereby revised to insert as the first bullet the following (bold,
underline shows the additional text and strikethrough show the deletions):

e Prior to implementing the Spadefoot Relocation Plan, a focused survey will be
conducted within the prior appropriate season. If any additional ephemeral ponds
are determined to be occupied besides those identified in recent surveys (i.e. 2015),
the Spadefoot Relocation Plan will be modified to include replacement of the
additional occupied pond as well as others.

Regarding the comment’s suggestion regarding clustered development, the Project is
substantially clustered with its current design. The Project has been designed to minimize impact
areas with large open areas between them. The development footprint is largely contiguous with
only small areas of undeveloped land within. The intent of the design is to cluster the development
into a single area and allow as much undeveloped open space as feasible to occur on the outer
edge of the development to buffer open space of adjacent lands and minimize wildlife incidentally
moving into the development areas to avoid conflicts. As discussed in Section 5.2 of the Draft
SEIR, all significant impacts related to biological resources would be reduced to less than
significant levels with implementation of the recommended mitigation program; therefore, there is
no need to further cluster development in an effort to reduce significant biological impacts.
Furthermore, the Project evaluated in the Draft SEIR represents a modification to the previously
approved NorthLake Specific Plan Project. Specifically, the proposed (modified) Project would
involve development of a smaller Project and less impactful development due to a reduced unit
count, reduced development footprint, and reduced impacts associated with less development
when compared to the previously approved NorthLake Specific Plan Project. Specific impacts that
would be reduced should development occur pursuant to currently proposed Project include
reduced traffic and related air pollutant emissions and noise; smaller demand for utility services
such as water and electricity; and fewer physical impacts related to biological resources, cultural
resources, geology and soils, and hydrology and water quality associated with a smaller
development footprint. No vernal pools have been identified on the Project site. In addition, the
seeps impacted by the Project are typically unable to pool water for much of the year because
the very low upwelling flow. Although historically available to wildlife, these features would not be
expected to be a significant source of water for regional wildlife populations and avoidance is not
considered vital to regional populations.
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Regarding avoidance of Grasshopper Creek specifically, as discussed in Section 6.5.1 of the
Draft SEIR, the lead agency did explore a Creek Avoidance Alternative. The Creek Avoidance
Alternative would be designed to avoid building or grading in the blueline area of Grasshopper
Canyon; however, the this alternative would (1) require the export of over 10 million cubic yards
of soil, (2) eliminate commercial, multi-family, and single-family development, (3) require
buttressing of all west facing slopes along Grasshopper Canyon, and (4) require construction of
at least three bridges to allow for access and circulation. The amount of developable land allowed
under this alternative would be greatly reduced in comparison to the proposed Project due to
avoidance of Grasshopper Canyon; all development would be located east of Grasshopper
Canyon, which is a central feature that runs through the approximate center of the Project site.
Because of this, the number of residential units and amount of commercial and industrial
development would be greatly reduced in comparison to the proposed Project. This alternative
would not fully meet the Project objectives to enhance local economic well-being with commercial
uses that would create jobs, provide a mix of uses to reduce offsite vehicle trips and VMT, and
provide a significant amount of housing onsite with a wide range of home sizes and prices.
Additional detail on this topic can be found in Response 12.12.

Response 2.5. The comment states that the Draft SEIR does not use consistent numbering of
the vernal pools and the report maps seem to lead to the conclusion that there are more than the
reported 8 to 9 vernal pools. As mentioned in Response 2.4 above, no vernal pools have been
identified on-site. Although some technical reports have referred to seasonal ponds as vernal
pools, this is not the appropriate term. Vernal pools, as defined by the CDFW, support plants and
animals that are specifically adapted to living with very wet winter and spring conditions followed
by very dry summer and fall conditions (CDFW 2017). Botanical surveys have evaluated the entire
Project site in multiple years, including as recently as 2014. Vernal pool plant species have never
been detected at any of the seasonal pond locations. In fact, nearly all the vegetation within these
depressions consists of non-native European grasses with the same composition as in adjacent
non-depressional areas. There is no evidence of botanical uniqueness at any of the seasonal
ponds. While animal species known to occupy vernal pools can and do occupy features that retain
water in spring but have no other ecological feature related to vernal pools, this is not true for
vernal pool plants. Therefore, the presence of species such as the spadefoot toad with a seasonal
pond does not automatically indicate a vernal pool. Consequently, the depressions on site are
appropriately not referred to as vernal pools in the Draft SEIR. Therefore, the addition of a
discussion of vernal pools in the Draft SEIR is unwarranted, and no associated mitigation would
be required.

Response Reference: CDFW 2017; https://www.wildlife.ca.gov/Conservation/Plants/Vernal-
Pools

Response 2.6. This comment concerns potential impacts to Grasshopper Creek and certain
avian species. It is acknowledged that a Section 1600 Streambed Alteration Agreement with the
CDFW would be required prior to disturbance of any State waters and that the impacts should be
fully identified in the CEQA document to facilitate processing of that agreement.

The Project is not expected to have any effect on either the least Bell’s vireo or the willow
flycatcher (inclusive of the southwestern willow flycatcher subspecies). Focused surveys for these
species were conducted in 1997; annually from 2000 through 2006; 2014, and in 2015 (See
page 5.2-26 of the Draft SEIR). The Draft SEIR documents that there have been no least Bell’'s
vireo breeding on the Project site. Although a single willow flycatcher was observed in 2006, the
protocol survey determined that no willow flycatchers bred on-site. Based on repeated protocol
survey results, all willow flycatchers observed on the Project site have been considered migrant
and not breeding. Off-site, there have been repeated observation of breeding least Bell’s vireo at
the lower end of Grasshopper Canyon at Castaic Lagoon. However, the Project is not expected
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to have any effect on the off-site lower end of Grasshopper Canyon at Castaic Lagoon. The
Project impact assessment on biological resources provided in Section 5.2.7 of the Draft SEIR is
inclusive of downstream indirect impacts potentially caused by the Project as mentioned on
page 5.2-40 and 5.2-41. In addition, a separate technical memo assessing potential impacts on
downstream biological resources was prepared and shall be attached to the Final SEIR as
Appendix B, Biological Resources Downstream Impacts Assessment. In summary, downstream
riparian and other aquatic biological resources are not expected to be negatively impacted by the
proposed Project in any measurable degree. Although significant land use changes will occur and
many drainages on-site will be substantially altered as a result of Project implementation, the
hydrologically modeled differences between pre-Project and post-Project flows and sediment
transport downstream of the Project are negligible. As a result, vegetation communities and plant
and wildlife species dependent on downstream drainages are not expected to decline or to be
modified. Existing community species composition and approximate local population size are
expected to remain intact within downstream areas following Project implementation. In summary,
land development has the potential to disrupt hydrologic conditions, and the biological resources
that depend on those conditions, without incorporation of the appropriate type and location of
storm water management features as part of engineering design. The results of the hydrologic
analysis prepared for the Project (refer to Appendix B to the Final SEIR) demonstrate that the
parcel-based (for Marple Creek discharges) and regional (Grasshopper Canyon Basins) Project
features capture the flows that are increased due to the increase in impervious surface area such
that there are negligible changes in the downstream hydrologic regime. Accordingly, Project
impacts on biological resources in the downstream drainages will be negligible. The negligible
impact on downstream vegetation supports the conclusion that there will be no impact on the least
Bell's vireo as well. Additionally, potential impacts may be further reduced through implementation
of MM 5.2-21, which requires compliance with all provisions of an NPDES permit including
development of a Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan prior to issuance of grading permits as
described on page 5.2-57 of the Draft SEIR. For further information on this topic please see
Response 1.6.

Similarly, off-site impacts associated with the Project, such as slope or utility construction, trails,
and fuel modification are also included and addressed within the Project’s drainage plan and will
be included within the Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan as required by the NPDES.

To provide clarification, the following revision is hereby made to the Final SEIR. However, it should
be noted that this addition does not materially change the description of Project or the findings of
the Draft SEIR. The following text of the last sentence in the second paragraph on page 5.2-37,
in the Special Status Wildlife section, is hereby revised to read as follows (bold, underline shows
the additional text and strikethrough show the deletions):

These measures would ensure that potentially suitable habitat for these species
would persist in the region through replacing potentially suitable habitat impacted at a
2:1 ratio. Additionally, due to the migrant and confirmed non-breeding nature of
individuals detected over multiple years of focused surveys, occupied breeding
habitat is not expected to be impacted.

As described above, the Project is not expected to have any effect on the off-site lower end of
Grasshopper Canyon at Castaic Lagoon due to the requirements of the drainage plan and Los
Angeles County and RWQCB MS4 requirements to retain the quantity and quality of water within
the drainage that is the same as the pre-Project condition. Additional text has been added to
clarify as noted above in Response 1.6. Consequently, no impacts on downstream habitat are
expected.
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Regarding avoidance of on-site impacts to Grasshopper Canyon, as discussed in Section 6.5.1
of the Draft SEIR, the lead agency did explore a Creek Avoidance Alternative. The Creek
Avoidance Alternative would be designed to avoid building or grading in the blueline area of
Grasshopper Canyon; however, the this alternative would (1) require the export of over 10 million
cubic yards of soil, (2) eliminate commercial, multi-family, and single-family development,
(3) require buttressing of all west facing slopes along Grasshopper Canyon, and (4) require
construction of at least three bridges to allow for access and circulation.. This alternative would
not meet the Project objectives to enhance local economic well-being with commercial uses that
would create jobs, provide a mix of uses to reduce offsite vehicle trips and VMT, and provide a
significant amount of housing onsite with a wide range of home sizes and prices. Please see
Response 12.12 for additional details on this topic.

Furthermore, in regard to the request for a 4:1 replacement ratio if avoidance of Grasshopper
Canyon and seeps is not feasible, the proposed minimum ratio of 2:1 is consistent with replacing
lost functions and values of jurisdictional resources to a level that reduces the impact to less than
significant. Although it is feasible that State and federal agencies may require additional mitigation
through conditions of regulatory permits, the minimum 2:1 ratio included in the SDEIR mitigation
measure adequately mitigates the impact per CEQA guidelines. In addition, the requested
cowbird trapping mitigation is more appropriate when there are substantial impacts to riparian
woodland habitat occupied by listed riparian species as a measure to increase habitat quality and
off-set such impacts. The Project’s impact on riparian woodland habitat is extremely limited as
well as unoccupied by these species for breeding. Consequently, cowbird trapping, as well as
recommended monitoring of these species, is unwarranted for the Project. In regard to the
recommendation to create a bridge over Interstate 5 to mitigate for lost seeps and springs on the
Project, the seeps/springs features are not expected to be a significant source of water or
associated resources for regional wildlife populations as most seldom contain sufficient flow for
pooling as described in Response 2.3 and 2.4 above. Based on the limited use of these features,
regional wildlife populations are not expected to be significantly impacted in this regard and the
recommended mitigation is unwarranted. Furthermore, the mitigation measures include
replacement of lost vegetation at various ratios. The ratio for riparian vegetation is a minimum of
2:1 to meet CEQA requirements of less than significant. This ratio is expected to result in the
feasible replacement of lost functions and values of these vegetation types with an equal or
greater value and is also consistent with CEQA lead agency mitigation protocols. The requirement
of a ratio greater than 1:1 specifically recognizes and allows for a larger area of habitat to offset
the time required for replacement habitat to meet or exceed the habitat values of the impacted
areas. It is noted that the mitigation ratio is set at a minimum and that through the 1600 process
CDFW, as described in the beginning of this response, may request a greater ratio for impacts to
streambeds and vegetation communities associated with streambeds.

Response 2.7. The comment indicates that the impacts to rare plants and vegetation
communities are not adequately mitigated. The Draft SEIR states a minimum ratio in all applicable
rare plant and vegetation replacement mitigation measures. The selection of the ratios is based
on the feasibility of a reasonable expectation that it will achieve success criteria in the replacement
of lost functions and values of these vegetation types with an equal or greater value than the
impacted areas. Furthermore, the determination is consistent with the typical approach to
mitigation for such resources in the region. It is acknowledged that on-site opportunities are limited
to implement these mitigation measures; however, there are off-site opportunities. Based on a
preliminary review of off-site habitat mitigation opportunities (i.e., prior to detailed negotiations
with prospective sellers), there are ecologically suitable parcels available for this purpose, such
as a 6,000-acre Temescal Canyon property. The Temescal Canyon property is a large,
contiguous, undeveloped land area located less than two miles west of the NorthLake property,
along the southern boundary of Angeles National Forest. Other lands demonstrate similar
opportunities such as the Petersen Mitigation Bank and Santa Paula Creek Mitigation Bank.
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Therefore, off-site mitigation is considered a viable option to satisfy some or all of the habitat
mitigation requirements of the Project. Therefore, the Draft SEIR is correct in noting the various
options, inclusive of on-site areas. In addition, the final Habitat Mitigation Plan required by
mitigation measures MM 5.2-6, 5.2-7, and 5.2-8 would include more detailed parameters defining
what types of land will be considered suitable for mitigation. To provide further information, a Draft
Conceptual Habitat Mitigation Plan has been prepared and is provided as Appendix C of the Final
SEIR. In addition, a Draft Special Status Plant Mitigation Plan has been prepared and is provided
as Appendix C of the Final SEIR. Per the plan, plant relocation would only occur within areas
where impacts to existing communities are considered beneficial and genetic similarity is
expected due to close proximity.

Regarding lilies, it is acknowledged that relocating lilies can be challenging, however, the method
may salvage genetics of the impacted populations whereas preservation off-site alone would not.
Greater specificity on the methods and potential locations is provided in the Draft Special Status
Plant Mitigation Plan which has been prepared and is provided as Appendix C of this document
(Final SEIR). The various suggested methods for plant monitoring are noted and taken into
account in development of the Draft Special Status Plant Mitigation Plan. In regard to reducing
the percentage from 60 percent seed planting in the first year, the following edits are made to the
fourth and fifth bullets of MM 5.2-4 on page 5.2-43.

+ Approximately 6020 percent of the seeds and bulbs collected shall be spread and/or
placed in the fall following soil preparation. Eerty Eighty percent of the seed and bulbs
shall be kept in storage for subsequent seeding, if necessary.

Round-leaved filaree is considered present and impacts potentially significant, with mitigation
required to reduce these impacts to less than significant. Greater specificity on the methods and
potential locations for round-leaved filaree is provided in the Draft Special Status Plant Mitigation
Plan which has been prepared and is provided as Appendix C of the Final SEIR. The various
suggested methods for plant monitoring are noted and taken into account in development of the
Draft Special Status Plant Mitigation Plan.

Greater specificity on the methods and potential locations for paniculate tarplant is provided in
the Draft Special Status Plant Mitigation Plan which has been prepared and is provided as
Appendix C of the Final SEIR. The various suggested methods for plant monitoring are noted and
taken into account in development of the Draft Special Status Plant Mitigation Plan. Regarding
the suggested 10-year monitoring period, the Draft Plan includes a 5-year plan with a contingency
at the 3-year annual monitoring check to extend the monitoring an additional 5 years from that
point if success criteria are not meeting 3-year expectations. The suggested approach to
monitoring will allow for greater flexibility while ensuring monitoring until success criteria are met
and is expected to achieve intended goals of the suggested monitoring period.

Greater specificity on the methods and potential locations for southwestern spiny rush is provided
in the Draft Special Status Plant Mitigation Plan which has been prepared and is provided as
Appendix C of the Final SEIR. The various suggested methods for plant monitoring are noted and
taken into account in development of the Draft Special Status Plant Mitigation Plan.

The suggested refinement to seed collection distance is acknowledged and Part ‘d’ of the second
paragraph of the mitigation measure on page 5.2-45 will be modified as follows: All seed mixes
shall be of local origin; i.e., collected within 38 15 miles, and within the same Watershed (Santa
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Clara River Watershed), as the selected restoration/enhancement site(s), to ensure genetic
integrity.

Per the first sentence of Part ‘d’ of the second paragraph of the mitigation measure (MM 5.2-6)
on page 5.2-45, a minimum of two years is required. In order to provide greater assurance of
collection feasibility, an additional year will be added. The following revision is hereby made to
the Final SEIR. However, it should be noted that this revision does not materially change the
description of the Project or the findings of the Draft SEIR. In MM 5.2-6, on page 5.2-45, the first
sentence under Part “d”, the sentence is hereby revised to read as follows (bold, underline shows
the additional text and strikethrough show the deletions):

At least two three years prior to mitigation implementation of the Project Applicant
or its consultants/contractors shall initiate collection of the native seed materials
specified in the HMMP.

For additional information regarding the components of the Conceptual Habitat Mitigation Plan,
please refer to Response to Comment 16.56.

Response 2.8. The comment asserts that the burrowing owl surveys do not appear to have been
conducted following the CDFW’s guidelines. The comment further states that the use of on-site
natural space is not appropriate as relocation sites for impacted owls. During each burrowing owl
survey, including the 2015 winter surveys, the entire Project site was surveyed for burrowing owls.
The assessment of potential burrows naturally resulted in similar results of previous years, hence
the surveys of the potential burrows matched previous surveys.

Although the evidence indicating lack of breeding burrowing owls described in the Draft SEIR is
very strong, in order to provide additional assurances, a breeding season survey was conducted
in 2017 using the CDFW 2012 protocol. Results of the survey are included in Appendix C of the
Final SEIR. Consistent with the Draft SEIR, no breeding burrowing owls were detected.

The limitations of on-site mitigation for burrowing owl are acknowledged and are consistent with
the discussions of limited vegetation/habitat mitigation described in the Draft Conceptual Habitat
Mitigation Plan provided in Appendix C of the Final SEIR. Please also note that MM 5.2-7 on
page 5.2-47 of the Draft SEIR indicates that habitat replacement would occur on-site and/or off-
site. Therefore, the mitigation is not restricted to on-site and would only occur on-site if and where
suitable. Avoidance of burrowing owl habitat was attempted through Project design to reduce the
overall Project footprint and reduction was achieved. As previously mentioned, the Project
evaluated in the Draft SEIR represents a modification to the previously approved NorthLake
Specific Plan Project. Specifically, the proposed (modified) Project would involve development of
a smaller Project and less impactful development due to a reduced unit count, reduced
development footprint, and reduced impacts associated with less development when compared
to the previously approved NorthLake Specific Plan Project. Specific impacts that would be
reduced should development occur pursuant to currently proposed Project include reduced traffic
and related air pollutant emissions and noise; smaller demand for utility services such as water
and electricity; and fewer physical impacts related to biological resources, cultural resources,
geology and soils, and hydrology and water quality associated with a smaller development
footprint. Although avoidance of all winter burrowing owl habitat was not possible, habitat impacts
were reduced. The Draft Conceptual Habitat Mitigation Plan addresses burrowing owl habitat
requirements. For additional information regarding the components of the Conceptual Habitat
Mitigation Plan, please refer to Response to Comment 16.56.

Response 2.9. The comment alleges biology mitigation measures are inappropriate deferred
mitigation. This is incorrect. All necessary species surveys have been conducted and results
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reported within the Draft and Final SEIR. Draft Conceptual Habitat plan and relocation plans are
included in Appendix C to this Final SEIR. The plans and the various mitigation measures include
objective performance criteria as well and general protocols. The exact date of Project
commencement could vary depending on a variety of factors, including availability of financing
and market conditions. Therefore, survey updates in the future are appropriate to confirm site
conditions and species status on the Project site have not changed and to provide the most
current information to allow for implementation of mitigation measures. Finalizing all mitigation
plan details is often not feasible because specific mitigation sites have not been identified or
acquired preventing a detailed level of planning from occurring. This type of performance-based
mitigation is common, especially with biological resources, and is recognized as valid under
CEQA. Therefore, the mitigation measures are not inappropriately deferred mitigation.

Response 2.10. The comment suggests the Draft SEIR contained insufficient information on the
possible impacts to bats on the Project site. In order to provide additional data on potential impacts
to bats, a focused survey for bats using acoustic recognition instruments was conducted in the
summer of 2017 and the results are incorporated into Final SEIR. Edits to the Draft SEIR have
been made to incorporate the methods and results of this survey. Results of the survey are also
included in Appendix C of the Final SEIR. Based on results of the survey, the mitigation described
in MM 5.2-20 on page 5.2-57 that is adopted for other species will also lessen the impact on bats
by providing replacement foraging habitat. The less than significant determination identified in the
Draft SEIR does not change.

Habitat replacement described within various mitigation measures of Section 5.2 of the Draft
SEIR, requires a substantial replacement of impacted vegetation and consequently impacted bat
habitat. As a result, bat habitat is largely replaced through implementations of these measures.
The following revisions to MM 5.2-20 on page 5.2-57 are hereby made to the Final SEIR.
However, it should be noted that these additions do not materially change the description of the
Project or the findings of the Draft SEIR. MM 5.2-20 on page 5.2-57 is hereby revised to read as
follows (bold, underline shows the additional text and strikethrough show the deletions):

If the potential for colonial roosting is determined, CDFW will be consulted and those
rocky outcrops or trees shall not be removed during the bat maternity roost season
(March 1 to July 31).

In addition, the following sentence shall be inserted as the last sentence of Mitigation
Measure 5.2-20 on page 5.2-57 (bold, underline shows the additional text and strikethrough
show the deletions):

In_addition, the habitat replacement requirements of other Mitigation Measures
further reduce the impact to bats through the preservation, enhancement,
restoration_and/or creation of impacted vegetation, which shall be generally
suitable for impacted bat species.

In addition, MM 5.2-20 on page 5.2-57 is hereby revised to insert the following sentence at the
end of the mitigation measure (bold, underline shows the additional text and strikethrough show
the deletions):

Prior to disturbance of any roosting habitat, a Bat Relocation Monitoring Plan
(BRMP) shall be submitted and approved by the CDFW and the LADRP. The
BRMP shall include, at a minimum, the following discussion items: (1) species
of bats present onsite, (2) habitat uses of the site (i.e., roosting, hibernating, etc.)
(3) roosting habitat replacement feature guidelines, (4) construction monitoring
guidelines, (5) habitat replacement feature monitoring, and (6) reporting
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requirements. Reporting shall occur annually to LADRP and CDFW. The BRMPs
will be submitted annually for five years.

As described above, a focused survey for bats using acoustic recognition instruments was
implemented and results incorporated into Final SEIR. Based on results of the survey, mitigation
measure 5.2-20 is considered appropriate to reduce impacts to less than significant.

The Draft SEIR considers the site occupies and/or utilized and considers Project implementation
a potentially significant impact on bats. Additional details regarding specific bat ecology on the
site is unnecessary in order to refine the proposed mitigation.

As mentioned above, an edit to Mitigation Measure 5.2-20 has been made to indicate a
requirement for consultation with CDFW. In addition, the Draft Conceptual Habitat Mitigation Plan
includes requirement for a bat specialist to ensure replaced habitat meets bat suitability criteria.

Response 2.11. The comment requests that the Project address the potential for impacts to the
fully protected ringtail since suitable habitat is available on the Project site and assumed present
at Castaic Lake. The initial Project general field surveys conducted by experienced and qualified
biologists included a habitat assessment coupled with a current literature review and subsequent
review of all species known to occur or potentially occurring in the region. The results of the
assessment concluded that the Project site is not expected to support ringtail. One of the primary
factors in that determination is the known range of the ringtail. CDFW records through the
California Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB) indicate that the species has never been detected
within the Project region. In addition, a substantial number of experienced biologists have
traversed the site spending hundreds of hours making observation about species occurrences or
potential occurrences on the site and there have been no detections of ringtail nor evidence of
ringtail or potentially suitable habitat. A listing of the various field surveys for common and special
status species over the course of 20 years is provided in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, of
the Draft SEIR. This level of analysis is appropriate for reaching the conclusions in the DSEIR
and represent the industry standard approach for impact assessments for undetected species.
Although the adjacent land owner may have made a determination that the ringtail may occur
within the Castaic Lake area, there is no reported evidence of occurrence of the ringtail within the
CNDDB. Although this data base does not identify all occupied habitat, it is unlikely to exclude
entire regions especially where they contain a high level of active development, which include a
high level of biological surveys, which require observations to be reported to the CNDDB. The
ringtail has not been recorded within the applicable mountain range nor within 20 miles of the
Project site. Similar to other species with no potential to occur in the Project region, the Draft SEIR
correctly assumes no impact to this species.

Response 2.12. The comment asserts that specific surveys during appropriate seasons/times
were not conducted to disclose if these resources would be impacted and if alternative Project
design would avoid or lessen impacts. The initial Project general field surveys conducted by
experienced and qualified biologists included a habitat assessment coupled with a current
literature review and subsequent review of all species known to occur or potentially occurring in
the region. During these general surveys, biologists explored all areas of the Project site, looking
at vegetation and habitat conditions. While performing surveys, the biologists carefully evaluated
the site to determine if the minimum habitat requirements for any species occurring in the region
are present on or adjacent to the site. It is not uncommon to have no detection of a species, and
yet still make a determination that the species may occur on or adjacent to the site. Most species
do not have a specific protocol for determining presence or absence. Only a very small percentage
of species have an approved protocol survey. The determination of species presence or absence
for the NorthLake Project utilized this approach, consistent with industry standards. All species
with agency required or accepted survey protocol guidelines for determining presence or absence
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were implemented for the Project as described in Section 5.2.3, beginning on page 5.2-2. The
results of all surveys were adequate to make all impact determinations for the Draft SEIR,
inclusive of those species that were assumed to be present or absent. The Draft SEIR impacts
analysis assumes presence for applicable species and that impacts may occur. Where applicable,
the determination was that the impact may be potentially significant and mitigation was required.
Pre-construction surveys required within mitigation measures are not anticipated to change these
results. The surveys are part of the mitigation process to determine current conditions in the future
so that mitigation measures are implemented accordingly. In order to relocate a species, years in
the future, a survey would need to be done to determine where and how many individuals are
present at that time. All impacts assessments included the information necessary to make those
determinations as outlined in the Draft SEIR. Similarly, the approach of preparing a plan with very
specific details and having that plan approved by the Lead Agency is a widely utilized and
accepted practice in CEQA documents. However, in order to provide some additional data where
feasible, a Draft Conceptual Habitat Mitigation Plan, a Draft Spadefoot Relocation Plan, and a
Draft Special Status Plant Mitigation Plan have been included in Appendix C of the Final SEIR.
For additional information regarding the components of the Conceptual Habitat Mitigation Plan,
please refer to Response to Comment 16.56.

Furthermore, to provide additional data on potential impacts to bats, a bat survey was conducted
in summer 2017. Edits to the Draft SEIR have been made to incorporate the methods and results
of this survey. Results of the survey are also included in Appendix C of the Final SEIR. Although
the evidence indicating lack of breeding burrowing owls described in the Draft SEIR is very strong,
to provide additional confirmation, a protocol breeding season survey was implemented in 2017
using the CDFW 2012 protocol. Edits to the Draft SEIR have been made to incorporate the
methods and results of this survey. Results of the survey are also included in Appendix C of the
Final SEIR. Lastly, a Conceptual Habitat Mitigation Plan, Special Status Plant Species Mitigation
Plan, and a Spadefoot Relocation Plan have been prepared to provide additional data for the
public and are included in Appendix C of the Final SEIR. The proposed mitigation measures all
include objective performance standards to ensure a mitigation process and minimum thresholds
for success. As a result, the Draft SEIR approach does not constitute deferral of mitigation as
suggested.
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